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Let's face it: in this age of exploding literacies, all teachers of literature
should be teachers of reading. 

Reading is interpreting; interpreting is reading, which is why it's more
crucial than ever to ensure that our students are able to make meaning as
they read. But do we know how to integrate best practices in reading
instruction into our classrooms?

In Adolescent Literacy and the Teaching of Reading: Lessons for Teachers
of Literature, Deborah Appleman dismantles the traditional divide
between secondary teachers of literature and teachers of reading and
offers a variety of practical ways to teach reading within the context of
literature classrooms. As part of NCTE's Principles in Practice imprint, the
book draws on research-based understandings emerging from Adolescent
Literacy: An NCTE Policy Research Brief, woven together with practical
lessons that will enrich the reading experiences of all students. Using 
real-world examples from diverse secondary classrooms, Appleman helps
literature teachers find answers to the questions they have about teaching
reading:
• How can I help students negotiate the complex texts they will

encounter both in and out of the classroom?
• What are the best ways to engage whole classes in a variety of texts,

both literary and nonliterary?
• What does it mean to be a struggling reader and how can I support

these students?
• How can I inspire and motivate the male readers in my classes?

Deborah Appleman is Hollis L. Caswell Professor and chair of educational
studies and director of the Summer Writing Program at Carleton College.
She taught high school English for nine years before receiving her
doctorate in 1986 from the University of Minnesota. At Carleton, she
teaches educational psychology, methods of literacy instruction, and
introduction to American studies. She regularly teaches in high schools
across the country.
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1English Teacher or Reading Teacher? A Wake-Up Call

Chapter 
One

L
ast fall I entered a classroom to meet my new group of literature 

students. I’ve been greeting new students, grades 9 through college, 

every fall for more than three decades. But this group of students 

was different. The classroom was in a maximum security prison. The 

students were all convicted felons, many with life sentences, and most incar-

cerated before their twenty-fi rst birthday. The course was an introduction to 

literature class and I began it, as I always do, with a reading autobiography.

 “When did you begin to read?” I asked. “What did you love about reading? 

Were you a successful reader in school? What books do you remember most 

vividly?”

 Perhaps not surprising, there was a fl ood of stories about unsuccessful 

reading experiences, low-track reading groups, and, eventually, a slow but cer-

tain movement away from school to the streets.

 “I love reading now,” said one student. “It actually is saving my life. But I 

hated it in school.” 

English Teacher or 
Reading Teacher? 
A Wake-Up Call
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2 Chapter One

“I don’t think I ever really learned to read well,” said another, “and I sure 
didn’t like the stuff we read. I had teachers who were cool enough, but they seemed 
to be teaching books, but not how to read them.”

“If only reading had worked for me then,” another student chimed in, “who 
knows what my path would have been?”
 As I listened, I felt my face flush with guilt. I’m an English teacher and proud 
of it. I teach adolescents how to make meaning with literary texts. I also teach 
future teachers how to do the same. But I am not nor have I ever considered myself 
a reading teacher. Teaching young people to appreciate literature was my calling, I 
thought. Let others deal with decoding! 

So what am I doing writing a book on teaching reading? Like many of you, I 
want to know more about how to help my students who either can’t or won’t read. 
And I need to learn how to tell the difference. If there is one thing my stint as a 
prison teacher has taught me, it’s that the consequences of not providing critical 
literacy skills to all of my students are just too high. 

English Teacher or Reading Teacher

There was a time when the reading teacher and the English teacher were clearly 
different people. Traditionally, English teachers have viewed themselves as litera-
ture teachers and have seen their task as building upon the foundations established 
by reading teachers. First we learn to read; then we read literature. This dichotomy 
entails a fundamental misunderstanding about what reading is: a distinction that 
lies somewhere between comprehension and analysis, or maybe even between 
knowledge and comprehension. Successful reading, we now know, crosses these 
cognitive boundaries, this false opposition between teaching reading and teaching 
literature.

For a variety of reasons, however, traceable perhaps to initial preservice 
training, teaching philosophy, state licensure requirements, and eventual teaching 
assignments, our field of language arts is often divided between those of us who 
consider ourselves to be primarily teachers of literature and those of us who con-
sider ourselves to be teachers of reading. Yet, ideally, as a student experiences our 
English classes, aren’t these two previously separated fields or perspectives really 
one and the same? Aren’t teachers of literature and teachers of reading ultimately 
teachers of literacy? And isn’t it time we come together to consider how to address 
the causes for concern in adolescent literacy, as outlined by Adolescent Literacy: An 
NCTE Policy Research Brief? 

Over the last twenty or so years, the field of English education has undergone 
a shift. Research on the teaching of literature and research on the teaching of read-
ing have converged in considering many of the same factors, from the cognitive 
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3English Teacher or Reading Teacher? A Wake-Up Call

processes involved in reading to the particular contextual factors that influence a 
student’s reading to larger social cultural considerations that affect literacy learn-
ing. Contemporary scholars, such as Alverman et al.; Applebee; Beach and Myers; 
Graves and Graves; Langer; Wilhelm, etc., draw on the theoretical underpinnings 
of both reading research and research that focuses on response to literature to help 
teachers choose texts, establish learning environments, create lessons, and design 
methods of assessment that help ensure every student’s reading success. 

There also has been an explosion of research on the various factors that affect 
and inform students’ literacy learning. For example, much recent literacy research 
has focused on the degree to which gender influences students’ reading ability and 
interests (Pirie; Newkirk; Smith and Wilhelm, Reading), while others have explored 
the relationship of out-of-school contexts and literacies to school-based academic 
performance in reading and writing (Hull and Schultz; Morrell; Fisher).

What does all this mean for you as an English teacher? Clearly, you are 
teaching both literature and reading, but if you’re like many English teachers, the 
increased emphasis on teaching reading may seem a bit outside of your professional 
identity. What I want to argue in this text is that the connection between being a 
literature teacher and being a teacher of reading may be closer than you think.

Recent public outcry about the state of adolescent literacy hits me right in my 
teacher heart. After all, I have always thought that my work as an English teacher 
was, in the final analysis, designed to promote adolescent literacy. I assumed that 
the domain of explicit reading instruction was different from mine, but the conver-
sation about adolescent literacy has forced me to reconsider my relationship to the 
teaching of reading. I have come to the conclusion that all teachers of literature are 
essentially teachers of reading. 

Consider this definition offered by Frank Smith:

My preferred description (of reading) in a general sense is: making sense of things. 
When you read someone’s face, you’re trying to make sense of what might be going 
on between the eyes. When you read the cloud formations in the evening, you’re 
trying to make sense of what the weather might be like tomorrow. And when you read 
a printed page, you’re trying to make sense of what is written on it. When you read a 
story, you try to interpret what it is about, to make sense of the story. You try to inter-
pret what the characters are up to, or what was in the author’s mind. You interpret in 
order to make sense of things. Interpretation is the fundamental way of life for all of 
us, from birth to final breath. We’re always trying to figure out what is going on. (5)

Finally it dawned on me, what Dickie Self calls a “duh-piphany.” Reading is 
interpreting; interpreting is reading. That means literature teachers are reading 
teachers, and in this age of exploding literacies it has never been more important to 
recognize that. 
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4 Chapter One

Shifting Literacy Demands

Tweeting, Facebooking, MySpacing, and text messaging—it seems that no matter 
where we look, adolescents are engaged in literate acts. Never have decoding and 
receiving messages been so widespread, and never have reading and producing texts 
been more important to adolescents. Young people today may seem, at first glance, 
to be multiliterate in many contexts, and they are. At the same time, though, there 
are signs that point to a crisis in literacy among adolescents. While new media 
provide abundant channels for adolescent communication and self-expression, the 
traditional literacies abide, looming like gates in front of those who do not know 
them. Welcome to the twenty-first century, where images of adolescent literacy 
have never been more promising nor more challenging.

And so the battle lines form, between the traditions that define communica-
tive competence in the larger world and the fascinating inventions of the self and 
its surroundings that spring from the machinery of youth culture. Virtual social 
networks exist on both sides of this line. Technology is neither friend nor enemy. 
What it is, though, is beyond the control of teachers. 

And this whole world is far too new to allow us to predict its future. Per-
haps like the preadolescent linguistic forms of neighborhood games, with their 
own vocabularies and communicative rituals (remember “duck-duck-goose” and 
“ally-ally-in-come-free”?), the adolescent forms of texting will prove to be only a 
linguistic tunnel out of which young people eventually emerge. Perhaps, on the 
other hand, the communicative rituals now privileged by school, government, and 
commerce will be the ones left behind as young people emerge into adulthood and 
claim these new literacies as the new status quo.

And so our challenge takes its shape. We don’t know what the future of 
literacy looks like, and yet we are charged with leading our students into it. The 
challenge is magnified by their skepticism about our practices. Our practices,  
many teens seem to claim, are narrow in their social scope, confined largely to the 
middle class and those who aspire upward from there. Our practices are limited in 
their creativity, perhaps because young people define creativity in language dif-
ferently from, say, Noam Chomsky. While we understand that nearly every senten-
ce of academic prose in English is perhaps unique in the history of the language, 
many young people see only a language that belongs to us and not to them. They 
imagine us attempting to sell it to them, and at a high cost. We shouldn’t be sur-
prised that many are not buying it. 

The Literacy Crisis 

All of these factors, together with the increased prominence of standardized tests 
in the educational landscape, have helped fuel public concern about a literacy 

b00561-ch1.indd   4 5/19/10   4:06 PM



5English Teacher or Reading Teacher? A Wake-Up Call

crisis. Almost annually, federal reports such as Reading at Risk: A Survey of Literary 
Reading in America (NEA, 2004), Reading Next: A Vision for Action and Research in 
Middle and High School Literacy (Carnegie, 2004), The Nation’s Report Card: Reading 
(NCE, 2007), and the most recent To Read or Not to Read: A Question of National 
Consequence (NEA, 2007) point to the need for increased attention to how we teach 
students to read. Report after report documents the changing demands of literacy 
in a digital age and our collective fear that our schools are not meeting the basic lit-
eracy needs of our adolescents. Additionally, more pressure has been placed on all 
classroom teachers because of mandated reporting of academic progress in reading 
(as well as other subjects) by the No Child Left Behind Act.

And many students who can read don’t seem to want to after they leave our 
classrooms. Kathleen Yancey quotes a study of students’ out-of-school activities 
that found that students participate in “78 minutes of reading compared to 12 
hours of watching television” (2). A publication entitled Popular Culture and the 
American Child notes that more than 32 percent of teenagers claim that they never 
read, while only 18 percent claim to read often. Those who do encounter texts 
often do so in the context of new literacies from video games to instant messages. 
In fact, as Pirie and Gee (What Video Games) have argued, the role of the literature 
teacher may indeed be to help young people navigate those new literacies. 

Adolescent Literacy: An NCTE Policy Research Brief, the starting point for this 
book, also cites studies in literacy achievement in an effort to help shape policy  
that informs literacy instruction. First, and perhaps most important in terms of the 
impetus for this volume, the brief offers a well-reasoned alarm for literacy teach-
ers from all grades, citing a persistent gap in achievement between white students 
and students of color, and offering national assessment findings that show a lack of 
progress in reading and writing proficiency for all students over the past decade. 
The brief warns us that this lack of literacy proficiency may already have contrib-
uted to the increasingly smaller share that young U.S. workers hold in the global 
workforce. In other words, we have serious reason to worry about the welfare and 
future of adolescents, both in and out of school. 

The brief provides research-based summaries of four important areas related 
to our understanding of adolescent literacy:

 1.  Shifting literacy demands, as students shift to secondary schools that empha-
size content-based classrooms and, of course, the proliferation of high-stakes 
tests;

 2.  Multiple and social literacies, which refer to the various discourse communities, 
in and out of school, to which our students belong; 

 3. The importance of motivation, which reminds us that it is the level of motivation 
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6 Chapter One

  as much as the level of literacy skill that will determine whether a student 
engages in literacy learning; and

 4. The value of multicultural perspectives, which reminds us that all students need 
to see their own cultures reflected in the texts we read and their home lan-
guage valued in the classroom. 

These factors are key considerations as we literature teachers try to integrate 
research-based principles into our practice, a goal that undergirds this and all vol-
umes in the Principles in Practice imprint. 

Reports such as Adolescent Literacy: An NCTE Policy Research Brief and the 
National Endowment for the Arts research report To Read or Not to Read remind 
us that while “new literacies” may be on the upswing, performance on traditional 
literacy measures is declining at alarming and consistent rates. Fewer students 
are choosing to read and fewer students are reading at grade level. In addition, 
despite what some might characterize as an unfortunate overemphasis on testing 
and teaching to the test, the achievement gap, the gap between different segments 
of America’s student population, is growing ever wider. In fact, some educational 
observers opine that the emphasis on standards and tests has only served to widen 
both the achievement gap and the “opportunity” gap, as students who attend 
under-resourced schools continue to fall behind their more privileged peers on 
standardized measures of achievement. Regardless of one’s political or philosophi-
cal persuasion, it is painfully clear that No Child Left Behind has indeed left many 
children and adolescents, as well as their teachers, in the throes of a significant 
literacy crisis. 

As English teachers, we must heed the call of this new crisis, without defen-
siveness or apology. As English or language or communication arts teachers, we are 
at the front line of fostering adolescent literacy. We may feel as if we have been do-
ing our job to the best of our abilities and that there is a constellation of factors be-
yond our control that have contributed to this literacy crisis. That is undoubtedly 
true. And still, we need to face the challenging terrain of contemporary adolescent 
literacy and remap our pedagogical strategies. For English teachers, when it comes 
to what is arguably the core component of adolescent literacy, reading, many of us 
have not felt ready to heed the call.

The Changing Literature Classroom

Being a teacher of literature now means much more than finding innovative 
ways to help our students experience literary texts. Being an English teacher now 
means—and at some pragmatic level probably always has meant—helping students 
make meaning as they read, a goal shared by teachers of literature and teachers 
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7English Teacher or Reading Teacher? A Wake-Up Call

of reading. We all have to answer the same questions as we enter our classrooms 
today: “What does it mean to read well? What do my students need to do to read a 
text successfully?” There was a time when reading teachers and literature teachers 
may have answered these questions differently. As Pat Monahan writes, 

If administrators had asked me ten years ago if I was teaching reading, I would have 
proudly answered, “Yes,” for I heard them asking me if I was doing anything to help 
students read a novel more fully or more completely. In other words, do I help them to 
understand the book or get more out of it? Of course I do, and such an interpretation 
of reading instruction led me to literary criticism in an effort to ensure that students 
understood “everything” about a book. In fact, I felt guilty if I left anything out.
 Today, however, I hear the question differently. Now I hear administrators 
asking me if my teaching of the book supports students’ development as critical read-
ers, and, if so, am I aware of how my teaching influences their learning to read? Am I 
deliberately teaching reading behaviors? I also hear them asking me if I do anything to 
help students become independent readers, actively involved in books and less reliant 
on teachers. (98)

Today we can agree that our students all need to accomplish the same goals 
as they read: an accurate decoding, full comprehension, visualization, analysis of 
message, recognition of assumptions, and construction of meaning. The complex-
ity and types of texts our students read may change in different settings, but the 
challenges of reading are the same for every student. 

In addition to the changes of emphasis in our field, the composition of our 
classrooms also has changed over the last two decades. Most English classrooms 
are larger and more diverse than they were even five years ago. In many cases, 
classrooms are more under-resourced, as the funding for public schools has shrunk, 
and money for new materials has become increasingly difficult to come by. More 
schools have higher populations of high-poverty students. The literacy experi-
ences and backgrounds of our students vary dramatically. Our classrooms are filled 
with students whose cultural backgrounds and stances toward mainstream learning 
practices may vary widely (Tatum, Teaching; Ogbu; Mahiri). They are increasingly 
filled with students for whom English is not their first language. They are also 
filled with students who, while demonstrating proficiency in digital forms of lit-
eracy, sometimes have difficulty transferring that proficiency to traditional literacy 
acts such as reading literary texts or writing essays (Gee, What Video Games; Beers). 

Our increased ability to assess and monitor students’ progress in reading has 
helped us realize what has probably been true for decades: that our literature class-
rooms are filled with a number of students who are not reading at grade level, and 
that while students may be able to decode the texts we assign, many students may 
not derive sufficient meaning or pleasure from texts simply because they are not 
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8 Chapter One

adequately and specifically prepared to read them. Today, we realize that successful 
reading also entails recognition of context, attitude, ambiguity, and the possibil-
ity of multiple meanings. Success at these tasks translates to enjoyment of reading; 
failure leads to frustration—and, very likely, the lack of motivation that we see as 
one of the hallmarks of adolescent literacy.

For these reasons, today’s English teachers likely feel tugged in seemingly 
opposite directions. We feel a sense of urgency to do everything in our power to 
foster productive literacy practices among our students, to make certain that they 
are successful readers and academic writers. On the other hand, we don’t want to 
lose the texture, richness, and autonomy of our literature classrooms. We worry 
this is what will happen if our pedagogy is held hostage to standardized tests. We 
often still labor under the mistaken notion that improving kids’ reading is accom-
plished only through explicit reading instruction in centralized and standardized 
reading programs. 

While there is clearly some justification for a sense of urgency with regard to 
adolescent literacy, English teachers need not succumb to a mistaken conclusion 
that increased attention to improving students’ reading strategies would shift the 
instructional focus from literature to “drill and skills.” This book explores the ways 
in which reading instruction can and should be embedded within our literature 
instruction.

Issues in Adolescent Reading 

In keeping with the aims of this imprint series, this book describes some of the 
issues surrounding adolescent reading and how those issues in particular connect 
to those of us who are literature teachers. It reviews current literature around the 
topic and then offers practical strategies for teachers. 

In Chapter 2, I summarize the most recent and promising developments in 
reading research over the last decade or so. In keeping with the research-based 
principles approach of these volumes in the Principles in Practice imprint, my goal 
in this chapter is to share with busy teachers what research has helped us learn 
about the state of adolescent literacy and reading instruction, citing and unpacking 
a host of reports that decry the current effectiveness of literacy instruction. I then 
consider recent research on both cognitive and sociocultural contexts of literacy 
learning, focusing on the implications of these approaches for the language arts 
classroom. Finally, I suggest the most important principles gleaned from recent 
research on reading for the literature teacher. 

In Chapter 3, I explore the expanding definition of the concept of “text,” a 
concept that I believe is at the heart of English teaching. For many literature teach-
ers, text too often refers solely to canonical literature. In this chapter, I ask what 
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9English Teacher or Reading Teacher? A Wake-Up Call

it might mean if we expand that term in ways that will benefit adolescent readers. 
What, for example, are the demands various texts place on readers—from text mes-
saging, an alternative literacy that many teachers fear will interfere with students’ 
mastery of traditional literacy practices, to classic novels. In this chapter, I also 
explore some classroom practices that assist students in seeing a range of literacies 
in their own experiences and the diversity of forms that literacy can take. Through-
out the chapter, my goal is to help literature teachers rethink what we mean by a 
“text” and, in turn, what we mean by reading. If we are successful in expanding our 
notions of successful and engaged literacy practices, we will be better able to reach 
students who appear to be on the margins of our classroom but who really are 
engaged in literate acts.

Building on some of the concepts introduced in Chapter 1, Chapter 4 
explores the relationship between teaching reading and teaching literature. It at-
tempts to illustrate a variety of definitions for reading so that teachers can better 
imagine the relationship between mainstream literature instruction and the teach-
ing of reading. It includes some specific examples of how a literature lesson can be 
reframed to more explicitly include reading strategies. 

After a detailed classroom vignette, Chapter 5 distills the research-based 
principles of reading instruction to help all language arts teachers be able to help 
struggling readers improve. Building on what we’ve learned about recent research 
on reading, in Chapter 5 I offer some specific ways in which reading strategies can 
be integrated into whole-class literature instruction. 

Chapter 6 explores one area of reading that has been the focus of much 
literacy research: that of gender and its impact on reading practices (Smith and 
Wilhelm, Reading; Smith, Talking; Mahar). Most simply put, girls often identify 
themselves as avid readers; boys frequently do not. Preferences for reading material 
also appear gendered, with boys articulating preferences for action books, science 
fiction, or plot-driven stories, whereas girls tend to prefer character-driven sto-
ries. These gendered predispositions toward reading affect both male and female 
roles in the literature classroom as well as their reading habits. Chapter 6 provides 
research-based strategies for encouraging all of our students to become better 
readers.

In Chapter 7, I begin with an acknowledgment of the degree to which stan-
dardized assessment drives the public’s perception of what we think we know about 
how students are reading. Classroom teachers, on the other hand, need an array of 
assessment tools to offer alternatives to the single-point measure of standardized 
tests. The chapter discusses the importance of offering students formative assess-
ment throughout their literature instruction. Finally, the chapter provides many 
examples of formative assessment that can be easily incorporated into a teacher’s 
regular literature curriculum. 
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10 Chapter One

Chapter 8 offers suggestions for extending the community of readers of our 
classroom into the community at large. To be inclined to read into adulthood, 
adolescents need to see reading as an act that adults voluntarily engage in. Finally, 
the chapter considers the ways in which we can encourage adolescents, who too 
often read because we require them do so, to become adults who read out of their 
own desire.

The final chapter addresses a variety of issues related to the literacy crisis 
with a set of new “first principles” for the teaching of literature. These principles 
are motivated by an admonition to resist the one-size-fits-all solutions that national 
literacy standards and standardized testing too frequently suggest. Chapter 9 also 
includes some pragmatic suggestions for designing literature instruction to provide 
for the continuous development of reading skills such that all teachers of language 
arts will foster adolescent literacy as teachers of reading.

This, then, is the blueprint for our exploration into the reframing of our 
notion of what it means to be a literature teacher in the era of a crisis in adolescent 
literacy. Yes, as Adolescent Literacy: An NCTE Policy Research Brief reminds us, there 
is some urgency to this crisis, though in truth the urgency has always been there. 
We just didn’t always see it. I want to make sure that every literature teacher is also 
a reading teacher, a teacher of literacy. As my incarcerated students so  
poignantly reminded me, we cannot afford to do less. 
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Let's face it: in this age of exploding literacies, all teachers of literature
should be teachers of reading. 

Reading is interpreting; interpreting is reading, which is why it's more
crucial than ever to ensure that our students are able to make meaning as
they read. But do we know how to integrate best practices in reading
instruction into our classrooms?

In Adolescent Literacy and the Teaching of Reading: Lessons for Teachers
of Literature, Deborah Appleman dismantles the traditional divide
between secondary teachers of literature and teachers of reading and
offers a variety of practical ways to teach reading within the context of
literature classrooms. As part of NCTE's Principles in Practice imprint, the
book draws on research-based understandings emerging from Adolescent
Literacy: An NCTE Policy Research Brief, woven together with practical
lessons that will enrich the reading experiences of all students. Using 
real-world examples from diverse secondary classrooms, Appleman helps
literature teachers find answers to the questions they have about teaching
reading:
• How can I help students negotiate the complex texts they will

encounter both in and out of the classroom?
• What are the best ways to engage whole classes in a variety of texts,

both literary and nonliterary?
• What does it mean to be a struggling reader and how can I support

these students?
• How can I inspire and motivate the male readers in my classes?

Deborah Appleman is Hollis L. Caswell Professor and chair of educational
studies and director of the Summer Writing Program at Carleton College.
She taught high school English for nine years before receiving her
doctorate in 1986 from the University of Minnesota. At Carleton, she
teaches educational psychology, methods of literacy instruction, and
introduction to American studies. She regularly teaches in high schools
across the country.
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