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puzzle to the rest of us™:

Who is a “reader” anyway?

After the middle school student walked out of the
classroom I turned to his teacher and said, “He
must be fun to have in class. He’s so engaged and
quick.” “Yes,” his teacher said with a smile. “He is
such a reader.” I nodded, thinking I knew exactly
what she meant.

On a different day, I stood in the hallway of
the humanities building at the university where I
teach and listened to another teacher vent about
the trouble some of her students were having in
her writing course. “The problem is, at the bot-
tom of it all, they simply are not readers.” Again I
nodded, thinking I knew exactly what she meant.

These two moments aren’t isolated in-
stances. I can remember any number of days
where I've heard teachers, from elementary
grades through university, identify students by
whether they were or were not “readers.” I have
no doubt that I've done the same thing countless
times in my teaching career. Yet when I think
about it, I wonder if we all meant the same thing
when we said a student was or was not a reader,
not to mention whether any of our definitions
would make sense to the students to whom we
were referring.

What does it mean to he
a reader?

If literacy is not an autonomous set of skills but
rather a concept whose definition is fluid and
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always determined by its cultural context, what
does it mean to identify our students (or our-
selves) as readers? What characteristics do we as
teachers assume someone possesses when he or
she is (or is not) a reader? And how does that af-
fect what we expect from students when we as-
sign them a text to read?

If by reading we mean the ability to recog-
nize letters and decode some words and sen-
tences, we have to recognize that most people in
our culture can read. As Barton (2001) found in
his ethnographic research, “in all areas of people’s
home and community lives there was reading and
writing” (p. 24). Although the people Barton
studied did not necessarily define themselves as
readers, he found that there were multiple and
varied vernacular literacies that they used every
day, from grocery lists to greeting cards, to bul-
letin boards full of family information. Yet the
people in the study often categorized reading as
an activity that they regarded as more focused,
literary, and part of high culture, not daily life.

My guess is that the kind of reading that
Barton reminded us happens every day is not
what most teachers mean when they talk about a
student being a reader. In fact other writers, such
as Alvermann (2001), have pointed out that we
often categorize students as “struggling readers”
because of their performance in classroom read-
ing tasks, not recognizing that they may spend
much of their time out of the classroom reading
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such texts as video game magazines or Pokémon
and Yu-Gi-Oh cards.

Yet when I talk with fellow teachers about
whether students are or are not readers, I think
we are talking about a specific kind of reading.
Beyond decoding words and sentences, we think
of a reader as a person who makes particular
kinds of intertextual connections, who asks par-
ticular kinds of questions of a text, who reads at a
particular intellectual distance from the text, who
talks about more than the text’s meaning and an-
alyzes its nature. Here is how one textbook de-
fines being a reader: “You must be able to read
and comprehend. You must be able to perceive
the relationships among several pieces of source
material. And you must be able to apply your
own critical judgments to these various materi-
als” (Behrens & Rosen, 1997, p. xxix).

I think we apply similar definitions to our
own identities as readers. When I reach a particu-
larly busy time of the semester and complain to
my colleagues that “I don’t have time for any of
my own reading right now,” that doesn’t mean
that I'm not reading the newspaper or reading
student papers or even reading a novel at bed-
time. It means that I am not reading with the
kind of intent, focus, and detached analytical
stance I have learned (and believe are necessary)
in the academic world. I might still be reading all
day (our lives are filled with print), but I am not
thinking of myself as a reader when I use my ver-
nacular literacies. When I think of myself as a
reader of serious texts for intellectual purposes, I
am taking on a specific identity. When I want my
students to talk about a similar readers’ identity, I
have similar qualities in mind.

The isolated reader

Most teachers of reading and writing would re-
gard the qualities of reading I have mentioned—
focus, intensity, questioning, detached analytical
position—as positive attributes. When we com-
pliment students for being great readers we often
imply that they have demonstrated such qualities,
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and we praise and reward them for it. I wonder,
however, if our conception of a reader (and the
attributes that accompany such an identity) are
shared by those, including our students, who are
not teachers.

Being a reader in the larger culture is general-
ly a positive identity for young children. For them,
reading is still a matter of pleasure and play and of-
ten a communal activity to be shared with parents
and friends. For young children, most reading
counts toward making them readers, whether done
in or out of the classroom. In addition, children
identified as readers fulfill certain developmental
qualities that parents, teachers, and everyone else
want them to have. It is in middle school, as read-
ing becomes more connected to work and the
demonstration and assessment of knowledge, that
conceptions of the identity of a reader begin to
change. By middle school the power to define who
is a reader—as opposed to a struggling reader or
remedial reader—becomes increasingly the do-
main of educational institutions (Alvermann,
2001). As a consequence, people acquiesce to these
institutional definitions and stop regarding their
vernacular literacy practices as those of readers. Far
from being laudable, those identified as readers in
the broader culture begin to be viewed with some
suspicion. They are seen as isolated, alone, engaged
in pleasures they aren’t sharing, and dangerously
out of touch with the “real world.”

One way to find evidence of broader cultur-
al perceptions is to see how they are reflected in
popular culture. The representations of reading
by young children in popular culture are often
positive, as in any number of advertisements for
products often unconnected with literacy that
end with an image such as a mother and child
wrapped in a blanket, sharing a favorite book. On
the other hand, it is not hard to think of popular
culture representations of adolescents or adults
reading that are ambivalent at best and often neg-
ative. In something as simple as the opening song
in the animated Disney film Beauty and the Beast
(Trousdale & Wise, 1991), the character of Belle
walks through town, nose in a book, oblivious to
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life around her and to what the townspeople are
singing.

Look there she goes that girl is so peculiar,
I wonder if she’s feeling well,

With a dreamy, far-off look,

And her nose stuck in a book,

What a puzzle to the rest of us is Belle. (Ashman &
Menken, 1991)

“A puzzie to the rest of us”

At best, deeply engaged adolescent and adult read-
ers are portrayed as absent-minded and out of
touch; at worst, they appear solitary, enigmatic,
and not entirely to be trusted. They get “lost” in
their books, absorbed by the words in front of
them, though such absorption does not necessarily
imply analysis or intertextual interpretation. When
the culture at large identifies someone as a reader,
it does not, I would argue, assume that the reader
is making critical judgments about the text from a
detached analytical stance.

The difference in how teachers construct the
identity of a reader and how students do can cre-
ate conflicts in the classroom. Helmers (2003)
pointed out that first-year college students “bring
to the classroom a notion of reading that is soli-
tary, escapist, and pleasurable; instructors expect
interrogation and demonstration” (p. 18). Such
conflicts can be all the more frustrating for stu-
dents and teachers because they are often not ar-
ticulated. Many teachers, from middle school
through university, stop talking about the nature
of reading—of the different ways we all read and
the different identities we perform as we engage
in various reading activities. As a result, the words
reading and reader go unexplored in any explicit,
constructive way in the classroom.

I believe it is important that we talk more
with our students about what kind of qualities we
expect from the people we identify as readers. For
one thing, we need to explore with students the
multiple and varied nature of reading. We need
to remind them that they are constantly being
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readers as they go about their lives, and we need
to talk with them about all the ways they engage
in reading and for what purposes. (We can also
remind them that reading is often pleasurable
and can be so in school as well as outside of it.)

The engaged reader

We need to help students think about what iden-
tities they assume when they become readers, and
to let them in on what qualities we want them to
display when they pick up a text. I have a class-
room practice I have adapted from a gifted mid-
dle school science teacher that I use with
adolescent and university students.

In science class, the middle school teacher
has her students begin the school year by drawing
a picture of a “scientist.” The next day, she papers
the hall with their drawings, which range from
men in lab coats holding test tubes, to undersea
explorers, to a good number of crazed figures
with hair out of control surrounded by lightning
and beastly creations. The purpose of this activity
is for students to think about what they believe a
scientist is and why they have those perceptions.
This exercise opens the way for an ongoing class
discussion about the nature of science and the
identities of scientists.

My take on this idea begins early in a semes-
ter by handing out to students as they come into
the classroom a find-the-hidden-pictures puzzle—
the kind you find in Highlights magazine where
you have to find (hidden in a drawing of a family
in a kitchen) a shoe, a toothbrush, a butterfly, and
so on. I let them work on that for a few minutes
and then put it aside. I then simply write the
word reader on the chalkboard and ask students
to provide me with all the words they associate
with that term. Words such as loner, nerd, boring,
relaxed, escape, smart, and alone show up, and we
talk about what experiences and cultural values
lead them to those words. I show them clips from
films such as Beauty and the Beast (Trousdale &
Wise, 1991) and Dead Poets’ Society (Weir, 1989),
and we talk about our impressions of the readers
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in those clips and why we think that way. We also
talk about other representations of readers the
students can recall and what characteristics are
implied about those readers.

Then I change things a bit by putting the
word good in front of the word reader and ask for
word associations. This time I get words such as
fast, smart, school, and symbolism. Again I discuss
with students what in their experiences and
knowledge leads them to such associations. Why
do they think good reading is fast? Why do they
think good readers are ones who have to read a
work only once to understand it?

It is at this point that I am ready to go back
to the puzzle they worked on at the start of class. I
tell them that reading, at one level, is much like
the puzzle. You figure out the puzzle and you
move on. If you do it enough you can do it fairly
quickly. But being a reader in the way teachers
think of it is a different thing. It is not enough to
find the hidden pictures. A reader, in the minds of
most teachers, would look at the picture and
think of more than simply solving the puzzle (or
even look for a single set of hidden symbols or
deep, hidden meanings). The reader that teachers
value would think about this picture in relation-
ship to other pictures he or she has seen—to oth-
er puzzles he or she has completed. Such a reader
would think about how and why the puzzle was
put together and how and why he or she has re-
sponded to it in a certain way. A good reader real-
izes that the answer to such questions and others
about the nature of the puzzle might vary from
one student to the next and is interested in hear-
ing from and discussing with his or her fellow
students their interpretations and analysis.

Good readers, I tell my students, do not
necessarily read fast (no matter how standardized
tests reward them), do not necessarily understand
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what they read the first time, usually read impor-
tant works more than once, write while they read,
and often finish reading with more questions
than they started. I tell them what readers need to
do in a college classroom in terms of questions,
connections, and analysis, and that I will, over the
semester, help them with strategies to become
those kinds of readers.

To explore the conflicts of how students and
teachers identify readers is not a radical idea or a
miracle pedagogy. In fact it may seem fairly obvi-
ous to want to point out to students that there are
multiple ways not only to read but also to be
readers. Yet what may seem obvious is often the
basis for significant misunderstandings. If we can
make clearer to students, as well as to ourselves,
what we mean when we ask them to assume the
identities of readers, we have taken the first step
in demystifying what can for many students be a
frustrating, intimidating, and unacknowledged
obstacle in the classroom.
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