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Abstract 

 The middle school years are often the most turbulent years in the life of an 

adolescent.  They are easily categorized by feelings of frustration, energy, anger, 

enlightenment, annoyance, refreshment, change, experimentation, and 

unmistakable hormonal imbalance.  Often, these feelings all occur in the same 

eight- hour school day.  Understanding this, the knowledge that a young 

student’s passion for reading has been quickly and most assuredly expunged by 

the time he/she reaches adolescence is not a surprise.  For decades, teachers 

have been trying to develop strategic plans to combat this middle school trend. 

The purpose of this study was to critically review and analyze the research 

regarding the most pertinent strategies to utilize in order to motivate the 

adolescent to read.  Since motivation for reading leads to engagement in 

reading, the finished project may be utilized as a guidebook to assist reading 
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teachers in drawing their students down the continuum toward becoming 

engaged readers. 

 In the introduction, a clarification of why adolescent children at the middle 

school level lose the desire to read was presented. Following this, strategies to 

empower teachers to motivate their students were critically reviewed and 

expanded in a thematic format. 

 Conclusions and recommendations from this study are directed toward 

middle school reading teachers.  However, all teachers who seek a desire to 

create motivation and engagement in their students will benefit from this study. 

 The findings in this study revealed that adolescent students need to read 

widely, critically, and reflectively.  They need to be given extended amounts of 

time to read and have opportunities to choose their literature at least part of the 

time.  Guidance in thinking about and learning from what adolescents read is 

essential.  Support should be offered via writing and discussions.  Finally, 

teachers and other adults must model and foster a genuine joy and 

purposefulness toward reading so adolescents are able to understand that print 

can reveal stories, knowledge, and insights.  This understanding can be a strong 

motivation to lure an adolescent reader into reading engagement. 
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CHAPTER 1 

Introduction 

 

“If books could have more, give more, be more, show more, they would  

still need readers, who bring to them sound and smell and light and all the rest 

that can’t be in books.  The book needs you.” (Paulsen, 1989, p. 3). 

Books need adolescent readers; adolescent readers need books.   

There is no dispute among professionals regarding the fact that reading among 

adolescents declines sharply as a child ages (Vacca & Alvermann, 1998).   

Students at the middle level do not spend any significant portion of their free time 

reading.  The typical middle school student reads less than five minutes a day for 

his or her own reading interest, while a few students (approximately 10%) read 

voluntarily for periods of thirty minutes per day or more.  Most do not spend any 

voluntary time reading books (Guthrie, Alao, & Rinehart, 1997). 

 As varied as each adolescent is from day to day, so is his/her preference 

for literature and likelihood to read.  The distinguishing factors that disperse 

readers into Guthrie’s statistics are based upon three attributes.  These attributes 

are time spent on reading voluntarily, the identification of self as a reader, and an 

individual’s feelings about others who enjoy reading.  These attributes are also 

used to reduce adolescents into five categories of aliteracy.  These categories 

are:  avid, dormant, uncommitted, unmotivated, and unskilled (Beers, 1998).  

Avid readers form the anchor to this hierarchical system.  This type of reader 

demonstrates the epitome of reading engagement.  Avid readers define reading 
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as a “way of life”, have positive feelings about reading, and make time to read.  

Dormant readers share the exact feelings regarding reading as do avid readers, 

but do not read often, and just don’t make time to read.  Uncommitted readers do 

not enjoy reading and therefore do not make time to read.  These readers view 

reading as purely functional and skillful, but never enjoyable.  Unmotivated 

readers share the feelings of the uncommitted reader, except this group displays 

negative feelings toward other readers. Lastly, the unskilled reader cannot read 

and subsequently views reading as a struggle (Beers, 1998). 

 When given reading attitude surveys, adolescents often rank reading for 

pleasure at the bottom of the list.  Responses such as, “reading is for someone 

with no life” and “I’d rather take out the garbage” are not uncommon (Guth & 

Heaney, 1998, p. 34).  In 1995, Wassterstein surveyed a group of seventh and 

eighth graders regarding their most memorable schoolwork (Ivey, 1998).  These 

students named hands-on science projects, individual research projects, and 

performance activities their top choices (Ivey, 1998).  Reading was not a 

surprising omission.  Typically, middle school students have had little to say 

about what they read, thus becoming either resistant or complacent about 

reading.  The decline in these attitudes could easily be a mismatch between the 

reading that interests the adolescents and the kind of reading they are required 

to do (Ivey, 1998). 

Statistical data is not needed to validate that the less children read the 

poorer readers they become.  The poorer they read, the more difficult it is, and 

thus the more negative the attitude. The only way to enhance students’ literacy 
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skills is by encouraging them to read.  Fluency, vocabulary, knowledge, and 

comprehension skills can only increase when practiced (Buehl, 1998).  For years, 

teachers copied worksheet after drill sheet and believed that their successful 

completion meant the ability to read.  This was the practice of reading  (Keene & 

Zimmermann, 1997).  During this time, no one ever questioned whether the 

students were actually thinking about what they were reading.  Since many 

students didn’t think about the reading, they were not learning how to 

comprehend the written word.  In the aftermath, they were not independent, 

proficient readers  (Keene & Zimmermann, 1997).  Without committing time to 

practice reading, students cannot gain the reading skills and knowledge they 

need to succeed in school (Guthrie, Alao, & Rinehart, 1997).  

The agonizing truth is that most readers learn to read without ever gaining 

a desire to read or understanding what is read (Routman, 1988, p.17).  The 

desire to read has taken a backseat to technology.  The NAEP reported that in 

1998, the students in grades 4, 8, and 12 who posted the highest reading scores 

spent less than three hours per day watching television.  In addition, the 

television replaced homework activities and promoted passivity among 

adolescents due, in part, to little mental effort required to focus on the screen.  

The effects of the rapid, continuous pace of the programs can also be witnessed 

in the reduction of a child’s ability to concentrate (Educational Research Service, 

1995). 

 Another reason students are not reading is they are not intrinsically 

motivated.  Many studies in the past twenty years indicate motivation for literacy 
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declines at middle levels.  In addition, these decreases in intrinsic motivation 

have been met by a substantial increase in extrinsic motivation (Guthrie, Alao, & 

Rinehart, 1997).  In desperate attempts to augment reading, teachers have 

resorted to motivators such as recognition, reward, grades, and competitions.  

These artificial motivators are more effective for stimulating level of effort than 

quality of performance (Johns & VanLeirsburg, 1994).  Reading was then viewed 

as something done for a reward and not for pleasure.  Incentives do not increase 

a student’s desire to read (McQuillan, 1997).  The main proponents in developing 

readers seem to be adequate access to a wide range of books, a quiet, 

comfortable place to read, and the opportunity to view others as model readers.   

To promote intrinsic motivation, several factors must be present.  A 

student’s environment must allow for immersion, modeling of reading, choice, 

reasonable expectations for achievement, responsibility, time to read, and the 

opportunity to respond to those experiences (Keene & Zimmermann, 1997).  

Subsequently, students who possess intrinsic motivation also command a desire 

to learn, utilize strategies to understand and interpret text, and actually read for 

sheer enjoyment (Guthrie 1996; Keene & Zimmermann, 1997). 

 The definition of literacy has evolved in recent years.  No longer does 

literacy mean the ability to pronounce and read the written words on a page.  In 

the 21st century, a student must be able to read, write, speak, listen, and view 

information for pleasure as well as to think, reason, and make sense of print in 

real life and in real situations (Pearson, 99; Routman, 1988).  Convincing our 
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adolescents to keep reading is the only way they will continue to meet these 

demands. 

  Research can trace the disconnection of adolescents and reading all the 

way back to reading experiences of the very young, parental reading patterns, 

and little choice by curriculum driven teachers ( Beers,1998). Whatever the 

reason, reading teachers must strive to engage these young readers.  Motivation 

is the key to engagement; engagement creates a lifelong reader.  Back in 1916, 

Aiton even anticipated this dilemma.  As cited by Cramer & Castle(1994, p. 9), 

Aiton stated, “Your work as a teacher of reading is not done until you have taught 

children three things: 

1) How to read. 

2) What to read. 

3) To read.  

Some eighty-four years later in the dawn of the 21st century, this challenge 

must be taken one step further. Teachers must effectively reshape students’ 

attitudes toward reading.  A reading teacher’s goal must be to motivate his/her 

students so efficaciously that the students begin to yearn to read for pleasure.  

This ultimate goal is reading engagement.  

Statement of the Problem 

 
 Can adolescents read?  For the most part, yes, they can. The issue of 

reading motivation and its relationship to engagement does not lie with ability; it 

lies within motivation. Today’s adolescents are choosing to be aliterate.  In order 
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to continue to forge a literate society, teachers must instill a love for reading 

within their students.   

 The process of reading motivation can best be viewed on a continuum.  

On the left is motivation; on the right is reading engagement.  Motivation is a 

process that excites readers and leads them along the continuum bound for 

engagement.  It is through motivation that our students are entranced and 

involved, and therefore, become engaged in reading.  Engagement is the 

ultimate outcome where students view reading as desirable, fun, and as a 

chosen part of their life. 

 

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this study is to identify the reading strategies that are most 

effective in intrinsically motivating middle school students toward becoming 

engaged readers.   

 

Research Objective 

 There is one objective this research wishes to address.  It is: 

1) To collect and analyze literature to assist teachers of adolescents in 

engaging students to read. 

 

 

Definition of Terms 

 For clarity of understanding, the following terms need to be defined. 
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Adolescents – those students who are currently at the middle school level, 

typically grades 6, 7, and 8. 

Aliteracy – having the ability to read, but choosing not to read. 

  Engagement – the final outcome of the motivation process when a reader 

views reading as an enjoyable past time and not as merely a duty. 

 

Assumption 

 There is one assumption apparent in this research.  It is: 
 

1) The topics developed in this study are successful in motivating the 

adolescent reader. 

 

Limitations 

 The researcher has identified some limitations.  They include: 

1)  Knowledge included will only apply to the area of reading 

instruction. 

2) The information explored will apply only to adolescents at the 

middle school level. 
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CHAPTER  2 

Review and Analysis of Literature 

 

Introduction 

 In this chapter, a variety of ways to motivate adolescent readers will be 

explored. The chapter will focus on four recurring themes in reading.  They are: 

providing choice and variety in literature, making an emotional connection to 

reading, providing time to read, and presenting reading using a variety of 

modalities.  An explanation of the relationship between self-esteem and reading 

engagement will also be presented.  The chapter will culminate with the final goal 

of engagement of the adolescent reader. 

 

Providing choice and variety in reading 

 Getting an adolescent involved in reading is tough.  However, the very 

initiation of that seemingly insurmountable journey is actually quite easy – offer 

middle school students a choice in literature.  Alfie Kohn (1993) argued that 

student burn-out is caused by a lack of power and control over school-related 

activities.  One of the goals a literary educator must assume is to find time each 

and every day to allow these children to make choices about their learning 

(Sanacore, 1999).  Literature has proven itself a great advocate for enhancing 

and enriching life-long, active learning.  New Zealand, the country with the 

highest literacy rate in the world, has been teaching reading via literature for 
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twenty years (Routman, 1988).  In his book Transitions, Routman (1988) outlined 

nine reasons why literature is better.  He professed that literature: 

1)  allows meaning to dominate 

2) use concentrates on the development of readers rather than a 

development of skill. 

3)  promotes language development 

4) promotes positive self-concepts in beginning readers 

5) promotes fluent reading 

6) deals with human emotion 

7) exposes students to a variety of story structures, themes, and authors’ 

styles 

8) puts children in contact with literature at its best, and 

9)  makes reading fun. 

 Dalhouse, Walker-Dalhouse, and Mitchell, likewise, researched the use of 

literature based programs.  In an attempt to validate Guthrie (1996), research 

was conducted regarding the cultivation of reading engagement as an important 

goal of instruction.  The two hundred-twenty students involved in the literature 

program all had positive comments.  Among the top views were the ability to 

select their own materials, being given the time to read, and being able to go 

from book to book without waiting for whole class (Dalhouse, Walker-Dalhouse, 

& Mitchell,1997).  It is pertinent to note that this successful program was 

implemented in conjunction with a basal reading series. 
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Stewart et al. (1996) validated the issue of choice by interviewing middle 

school students themselves.  One eighth-grader proclaimed, “If they [teachers], if 

somebody gave you somethin’ you wanted to read that you picked out, ya know I 

think everybody would want to read” (p. 473).  Although we may see no real 

value in Goosebumps or Fear Street, etc., in order to whet the adolescent 

appetite, we have to repute what appeals to them (Pavonetti, 1996).  “To foster 

this momentum, one should not become anxious if students’ reading selections 

are not always associated with literary value” (Sanacore, 1999, p. 39).  Most 

readers remember the emotional impact of the book, the insights gained, and the 

growth it encouraged in reading.  These readers described books as vices that 

“kindle the imagination, create visions of life’s possibilities, give expression to 

readers’ own inarticulate feelings, as well as affect their emotions, intellectual 

pursuits, and attitudes” (Carlsen & Sherrill, cited in Sanacore, 1999, p. 39).  

These findings are important because they validate that an adolescent’s life-long 

desire to read is more likely based on personal choices and considerations than 

on literary merit.  Choice is the backbone of any reading program.  If you can 

choose your book, you can choose to read.  Choice leads to ownership.  

Ownership leads to an authentic interest in reading.  

In order to capitalize on that ownership, the experts (Routman, 1998; 

Beers, 1998) concurred that it is imperative that students be given time to read in 

school.  Reading achievement is positively influenced by time spent reading 

books.  This time to read may be disguised as “SSR” (sustained silent reading), 

“DEAR” (drop everything and read), “SQUIRT” (silent, quiet, uninterrupted 
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individual reading time), or “USSR” (uninterrupted sustained silent reading).  

Whatever the acronym, the basic principles involved are the same; the basic 

principles are time and ownership.  Students need time to read self-selected 

material.  Ownership, or self-selection, motivates students to read with interest.  

This added interest results in longer periods of voluntary reading both inside and 

outside the school environment.  A study by Tunnel and Jacob (1989) found that 

adults who were involved in sustained silent reading time during their school 

years read more than other adults (cited in Nagy, Campenni, Shaw, (n.d.).   

Uninterrupted time to read in school allows the students to read long 

enough for the act of reading to become automatic.  It also provides a new 

perspective on reading – reading as a recreational activity.  Providing students 

with time to read during school hours is imperative because outside of school, 

TV, video games, movies, the Internet, and extra-curricular activities preempt 

reading time (Stanovich; Anderson, Wilson, & Fielding; cited in Ivey, 1998). 

 Time spent reading is strongly tied to reading success.  For students to 

become personally engaged in reading, they need significant amounts of time to 

get involved with books (Allington, cited in Ivey, 1998). 

 

Making an emotional connection to reading 

Victor Nell (1988) said it best when he asseverated,  

Reading for pleasure is an extraordinary activity.  The black squiggles on 

the white page are still as the grave, and colorless as the moonlit desert; 

but they give the skilled reader a pleasure as acute as the touch of a loved 
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body, as rousing, colorful, and transfiguring as anything out there in the 

real world.  And yet, the more stirring the book, the quieter the reader.  

Pleasure reading breeds a concentration so effortless that the absorbed 

reader (transporter by the book to some other place and shielded by it 

from distractions) should be the envy of every student and every teacher 

(p. 41). 

This description expresses the wonders of an adolescent emotionally 

entranced within a book.  This book represents the places a reader cannot ever 

go and the dreams one cannot achieve (Nell, 1988).  How does this emotional 

attachment to books occur?  This attraction fosters and grows because of 

personal attachment.  Middle school students most successfully attach 

themselves through forging a connection with the characters, by applying their 

own background knowledge and experiences to the story, and by expressing 

themselves through personal journals.   

Apparent in all of these opportunities for creating an emotional connection 

through reading, is a distinct correlation with writing.  It is very appropriate and 

natural to write about reading since they are so indisputably related.  These 

fundamental relationships are: 

1. Reading grows out of the urge to know; writing grows out of the 

urge to express oneself. 

2. Reading and writing are both socially and personally driven by a 

need to communicate. 
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3. They are reciprocal processes.  Students read, write, reread, re-

write, re-think, etc.  This becomes a dialogue between the reader, 

the writer, and the text (Hanson et al., 1991).   

There should be a strong connection between reading and writing not only 

because children who read become better writers, but also because the 

connection with writing increases both reading engagement and motivation 

(North Carolina Department of Public Instruction, 1997). 

A very meaningful way to preempt that dialogue is by pretending to be a 

character or to assist a character with solving a dilemma (Van Horn, 1997).  As 

cited in Van Horn (1997), Kirby and Liner (1988) said, “When you read a good 

book you hear another human being talking to you” (p. 137).  Students need to 

feel that these characters can exist off of the page.  Asking students, “What are 

you thinking about?” is one way of introducing that inner-dialogue (Van Horn, 

1997, p. 343).  Here individuals can express his/her own thoughts on paper and 

then continue the thoughts in the mindset of the story’s character.  In this 

exercise, students choose a picture of a person that has been cut out of a 

magazine.  After studying the photograph’s facial expression, poise, apparel, 

etc., each student is to write about what the person is thinking/feeling/doing.  

Pretending to be someone else is comparable to assuming another personality or 

identity.  Using this activity, students can practice observing human nature and 

“try-on” another personality.  The natural progression is for the students to select 

a character and related activity from their current story.  From there, the goal is to 

create an inner-dialogue, a connection, between the character and the reader.  
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Once adolescents feel attachment to the characters, setting, or problem, they will 

“fall under the spell of a storyteller” and become completely ensconced in the 

story (Nell, 1988, p. 42). 

Character interrogation (Van Horn, 1997) is another way to connect with 

the characters.  Students can, using verbal or written language, hold a character 

accountable for his/her actions in the book by holding a “legal” interrogation.  

Following through with this process enables students to record questions they 

want the character to answer. In other words, the interrogation acts as a measure 

of accountability between the character and the reader.  The students then 

assume the role of the character and answer the questions of their fellow 

classmates. 

Creating a character journal or diary also adds to a reader’s sense of 

belonging by creating journal entries of story events from the point of view of the 

characters.  Not only is it important for adolescent readers to create/understand 

the life of the character, it is equally important for that reader to see how his/her 

life can be connected to the character (Van Horn, 1997).  Whether the reader 

focuses on an event, a feeling, or an occasion laid out by the author, the 

outcome is the same: a connection, a oneness with the character.  As important 

as writing the journals are, it is equally as important to share these entries with 

the class.  Students need to have an opportunity to ask for advice, share a 

meaningful or thought-provoking excerpt, and to verbalize and/or recognize their 

own thought processes (Van Horn, 1997; Lozauskas & Barell, 1992). 
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Yet another type of journaling experience is the K-W-L (Cantrell, 1997).  

One of the many goals of reading is to get students to think about their reading 

and record those thoughts.  Students are instructed to record chapter titles or 

main ideas and write down what they currently know – K – about the topic or 

issues mentioned.  (This could also be used as a prediction of what is to come).  

In the column labeled W, the students are instructed to record what they intend to 

find out, or learn about, in that chapter.  After reading the chapter, the student is 

then prompted to record the findings or answers to the questions previously 

posed.  This information is marked in the column labeled “L” for learned.  Using 

this K-W-L journal approach, adolescents will become more engaged with the 

text and put more thought into what is actually being read. 

Berger (1996) introduced still another effective journal technique referred 

to as reader response journals.  After every two chapters of a novel, students are 

instructed to submit a journal entry. A response journal should read more like a 

conversation than as a question-answer format.  One, or more, of the following 

questions must be thoroughly addressed.  The first option is,  “What do you 

notice?”  Answers here may focus on personality changes, repeating patterns, 

significance of chapter title, anything unusual, or an emphasis on something that 

doesn’t quite make sense yet.  The second question asks, “What do you 

question?”  Responses could focus on decisions that a character made, what a 

passage might mean, realistic presentation by the author, or what, in the author’s 

life, may have influenced the writing of the book.  Question number three queries, 

“What do you feel?”  It probes the reader to respond to feelings of being scared, 
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annoyed, sad, frustrated, happy, etc.  Lastly, the reader is asked to relate to 

something in the book.  Does it draw on background knowledge or an experience 

from his/her own past? (Berger, 1996). “As I reviewed the journals, I could see 

that my students no longer treaded water on the surface of the novels.  They 

were diving deeply into the books and uncovering meaning” (Berger, 1996, p. 

382).  

Through these different levels of character connectedness, reading has 

more to do with aesthetics, attraction, and self-reflection and less to do with 

grades and the “duty” of reading.  These activities can help change an extrinsic 

reading task into an intrinsic reward.  Intrinsic reward promotes the internal 

desire to read, conversely referred to as reading engagement. 

 

Utilize a Variety of Presentations  

Reading can be a lifelong pleasure, but not every book an adolescent 

reads will be pleasurable or satisfying.  Although many schools have 

implemented a free-choice reading program, they often are void of a book 

discussion component.  Therefore, many students do not understand how to 

choose a book they will enjoy (Simpson, 1996).  For this reason, learning how to 

discuss a book is a critical part of a middle school reading program (Poe, 1998).  

It is through the development of these book discussions that a reader becomes 

readily engaged.    

Recent research has focused on the transfer from teacher-controlled 

recitation to student-led participatory discussions.  This allows students to 
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actively participate and collaborate on the meaning of the text, rather than simply 

answering teachers questions (Worthy, 1998).  Book talks not only engage 

students in higher level thinking, they also work well to improve communication 

skills and attitudes toward reading (Gambrell; Almasi; cited in Worthy, 1998). In 

addition, book discussions are a critical part of motivation.  Through student-

centered discussions, students can share their personal responses and begin to 

see how and why a book affected them as it did. 

For years, the focus on teaching reading has been comprehension.  

Historically, the thought has been that above average comprehension skills 

produce above average readers.  In order to accomplish this, reading instruction 

has largely been a question-answer-based format.  Worksheets and quizzes are 

very typical here.  Does every single item that a teacher deems important in a 

story need to be addressed?  Probably not.  Especially not if a teacher wishes to 

retain the enthusiasm of the students.  This should not be a time for inquisition.  

There are more important issues than just right or wrong answers when 

discussing literature.  By asking open-ended questions, the teacher can still lead 

the class without dominating the discussion (Cramer & Castle, 1994).  Using the 

student-led book talk approach, a teacher allows the students to venture down 

the paths they feel are most important.  Letting students talk – just talk – about 

what was read is “the key to helping students make connections between what 

they have just read and their prior experiences” (Cramer & Castle, 1994, p. 135).  

Why do book discussions work?  Poe (1998) along with Rosenblatt, author of 
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Literature as Exploration (1993), outlined a system of clarification.  This system 

states: 

1. Each reader has a unique experience with a story. 

2. Every person’s reaction has merit.  The similarities among readers’ 

responses create bonds between readers; exploring differences promotes 

understanding of oneself and the community. 

3. Emotional responses should be encouraged and acknowledged. 

4. Inductive learning is true learning.  Connections and discoveries a 

reader makes will be more powerful than any information provided by the 

teacher. 

There are three commonly used types of book discussions.  They are: 

one-on-one, small group, and whole class discussions.  A one-on-one book talk 

generally occurs between a teacher and a student.  This interaction is very 

spontaneous and informal.  Small group discussions require that a group of 

students read a common piece of literature.  Then, the students talk about what 

was read, share ideas, discuss written responses, and may even develop group 

projects based on that reading.  The benefit of small group discussions is that the 

students gain first hand knowledge of how a reading experience can differ 

dramatically from one person to another (Blachowica & Wimett, 1994). Thus, the 

students become empowered as they grow in the ability and confidence to 

exercise their feelings about the text (Johns & VanLeirsburg, 1994).  Small group 

literature discussions “involve true collaboration among students as they work 

together to construct meaning from texts” (Poe, 1998, p. 169).  This strategy for 
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implementing book talks is often referred to as literature circles, which will be 

developed later in this section. 

Finally, it is often appropriate for an entire group to discuss a book that 

has been read.  This allows a group to discuss the larger issues of a book, such 

as theme or concept.  In some cases, conducting a large group discussion of 

several books can act as a motivator to inspire the middle school students to 

read a particular book (Poe, 1998).  Whatever method of discussion is chosen, 

the outcome remains the same: self-expression, via discussion of literature, 

prompts students to become motivated and excited about what they are reading.  

Oldfather, as cited in Scott & Wells (1998, p. 177), linked diminishing  motivation 

for literacy learning in the middle grades to fewer opportunities for self-

expression in their learning environments.   Authentic, self-expression is linked to 

“becoming part of a community of learners that enriches and extends mutual 

thinking and ideas, and enhances their motivation for further engagement in 

reading and writing.”   

Guthrie (1996) outlined the literature circle, which is another activity to 

enrich and extend the thinking of adolescent readers.  Literature circles are peer-

led, small group discussion circles.  Within these circles, students self-monitor, 

check the accuracy of their facts, and probe group members for explanations and 

observations.  While utilizing literature circles, students are allowed to make 

several of their own decisions regarding their reading preferences.  This 

motivates the reluctant reader and gives students a sense of control over their 

learning (Burns, 1998).  The power of choice surfaces repeatedly as a leading 
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motivator in adolescent readers.  The literature circle format also allows for more 

opportunities for self-expression.  The purpose of literature circles is to allow 

diversity in responses to literature and to share insights through talking with 

others.  It is in the sharing process that a strong community of readers is built.  

Literature circles can be conducted in a variety of modalities.  However, 

research has stated that for middle school students, integration of literature 

circles and novels prove to be the most successful (Burns, 1999; Scott & Wells, 

1998). 

Each circle is made up of students who each are responsible for 

completing a certain task.  Although tasks may be altered, added to, or deleted 

from depending on the needs of each classroom, five main responsibilities often 

emerge.  They are: the discussion director, literary luminary, connector, 

illustrator, and the vocabulary enricher. 

The role of the discussion director is to ask questions about the selection 

and make predictions about future reading.  These students are directed to raise 

issues and guide their group members in finding the answers.  The discussion 

director must also steer the conversation to keep it relevant to the novel (Scott & 

Wells, 1998; Daniels, 1994). 

A literary luminary, or passage master, recalls memorable or important 

selections from the reading and rereads them to the group.  A discussion of the 

significance of the passage would ensue. 
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The connector focuses on the experiences of the characters in the story 

and makes a connection between that experience to something in his/her own 

life (Daniels, 1994; Scott & Wells, 1998; Blachowicz  & Winett, 1994). 

The task of the illustrator is to portray an interpretation of the text in a non-

linguistic manner (Daniels, 1994). 

Vocabulary enrichers seek out and define words that may not be 

understood by the other members in the group. 

Other optional roles could also include friends of the characters and a 

word hunter.  The task of the friends of the character is to list and describe the 

traits of the main characters. Word Hunters seek out words or phrases that my 

catch the reader’s attention and interprets or explains the phrase to the group. 

The role of the teacher is to be an “unobtrusive, quiet facilitator” (Daniels, 

1994).    The role of the student is to make choices, talk, and create meaning 

from the text. 

How does one get started?  An appropriate starting point is to choose a 

class book or story and develop the literature circle and its tasks with the entire 

class.  As the comfort level grows, expand to allow small groups to choose a 

book on their own.  

 Why are literature circles successful in motivating and engaging 

readers?  Simply stated, relationship goals are very important to adolescents. 

Reading and discussing good books can help middle schoolers through this 

turbulent, unsettling stage in life.  The characters in the age-appropriate novels 

often face similar challenges as the adolescents themselves (Scott & Wells, 
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1998).  The concept that literature circles were designed to focus on both the 

academic and social goals of the adolescent reader is very engaging.  Middle 

school students love to talk; they need a place to share ideas regarding books 

and the relevance of those books to their own lives.  This type of sharing 

deepens literary understanding and the desire to read (Burns, 1998).   

If teachers want to develop lifelong readers, they need to provide students 

with an opportunity to experience and enjoy great books.  “Literature circles work 

best when books are meant to be enjoyed” (Burns, 1998, p. 127).  Student 

choice, social interaction, and a substantial amount of time to read in school 

leads to motivation; motivation has a powerful impact on achievement (Burns, 

1998).  Literature circles provide all the necessary elements to engage 

adolescent readers in the reading process. 

Convincing middle school students to read is essential.  However, the 

mere act of reading is not enough to motivate these students.  Active 

involvement, alone, won’t create engagement.  The old saying, “It is not what you 

say, but how you say it that makes a difference” appears to hold some merit in 

regard to adolescent reading (Lesesne, 1998).  Teachers need to affirm 

“motivation” through modeling and reading aloud to their students. 

Read aloud to adolescents?  Absolutely.  Reading to students enhances 

the mind while quieting the body.  “It ignites imagination, lengthens attention 

span, introduces thoughts and ideas, and connects us with this thing called a 

story” (Lesesne, 1998, p. 246).  According to Anderson, cited in Lesesne (1998), 

the commission on reading called reading aloud the single most important activity 
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required for eventual success in reading.  If begun at an early age, reading aloud 

to students promotes positive attitudes toward reading and improves 

achievement (Johns & VanLeirsburg, 1994).  Reading aloud, everyday, to 

students of all ages allows them to experience text that they may not choose 

otherwise.  It offers rich and varied experiences for students to write about and 

discuss literature.  Furthermore, reading aloud fosters motivation and the love of 

reading (North Carolina Department of Public Instruction, 1997). 

Reading aloud provides the opportunity to model reading and gets 

adolescents excited about literature (Educational Research Service, 1995).  An 

ethnographic study of seventh grade aliterates revealed that being read to was a 

favorite way to connect with books (Lesesne, 1998).  Another survey conducted 

by Livaudais in 1985 showed that the number one motivator for kids in grades 

seven through twelve was the read aloud.  Subsequently, adults recalled reading 

aloud by teachers as one of their earliest and pleasant associations with reading.  

Lesesne’s own study showed these students were more likely to read on their 

own (1998). 

Reading aloud to students takes practice.  It can almost be called 

“performance time”.  Students are not really looking for someone to read books 

aloud; they want them acted out loud.  An effective oral reader must practice 

when and where to speed up, slow down, fluctuate the voice, and add sound 

effects.  Effective reading aloud requires the right tone, proper cadence, 

enthusiasm, and ability to bring characters to life (Carlsen & Sherrill, cited in 
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Lesesne, 1998).  Most importantly, an oral reader must figure out where to stop 

to keep the students anxiously awaiting the next section. 

Just as there is choice in reading material, there is also choice in the 

presentation of the reading material.  Lesesne (1998) outlined three methods 

used to conduct read alouds.  They are to read and tease, introduce a genre or 

unit of study, and read an entire book.  Using the read and tease approach, the 

goal is simply to read a short excerpt, several sentences to one paragraph in 

length, to ensnare the reader.  To be effective, the most intense or funny section 

should be shared.  When introducing a new theme or topic, the introduction 

method of reading aloud is used.  Sharing one or two short passages reflecting a 

specific genre or theme can assist students in deducing essential characteristics 

or attributes about the topic.  Reading an entire book aloud serves an essential 

purpose as well.  Students are exposed to quality literature they may otherwise 

pass up, and they may also gain the experience of grasping the concepts of a 

book that remains above their particular reading level. 

Taking time to read aloud to students conveys the clear message that 

reading is important.  Reading aloud carries great motivational benefit in addition 

to growth in understanding, vocabulary, and fluency in oral language (Cramer & 

Castle, 1994).  The evidence is overwhelming; reading to students is one of the 

most effective methods for creating capable readers who continue to read for a 

lifetime (Anderson; Clay; Cullinhan; Trelease; as cited in Cramer & Castle, 1994). 

Since our students continually observe, learn from, and emulate teachers, 

our actions alone can create positive images about reading. By modeling a love 
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for reading, an inquiring mind, and immersion in literary activities, teachers 

deliver the message that reading is important (Sanacore, 1997).   

To deliver this message, teachers need to demonstrate literacy.  This can 

be accomplished in several ways.  Teachers must demonstrate a lifetime reading 

habit by allowing students to see them read.   Demonstrating how to browse 

through materials is important also.  Thinking aloud amid students by asking, “Do 

any of these materials look gratifying?” and “The cover of this book looks 

interesting” (Cramer & Castle, 1994; Sanacore, 1997).  Positive reading 

behaviors can also be demonstrated by using formal book talks and informally 

chatting with students about books the teacher is currently reading for pleasure.  

Allowing students to collaborate is highly productive since it matches the social 

acts often desired by the adolescent reader.  Finally, teachers must demonstrate 

that one can read for a variety of audiences and purposes (Humphrey 1998; 

Sanacore, 1997).  This strategy reinforces the numerous purposes for reading 

and reiterates the fact that reading must be a priority in the lives of adolescents.  

Through these demonstrations, students learn to offer personal reactions to 

stories, appreciate individual opinions, value all types of literature, and forge 

alliances with others in sharing thoughts, ideas, and feelings about literary works 

(Sanacore, 1997).  The demonstrations of positive reading behaviors engage 

students in the lifelong habit of reading. 

The old adage, “If you can’t beat ‘em, join ‘em,” seems to be quite apropos 

when striving to motivate adolescent readers in this information age.  As stated in 

Chapter 1, researchers concluded that reading has indeed taken a backseat to 
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television, video, and the Internet.  Today, in the twenty-first century, the purpose 

of educating our youth is to provide them with generative knowledge.  Ryder 

(1997), defines generative knowledge as “knowledge that does not sit there, but 

functions richly in people’s lives to help them understand and deal with the world” 

(p. 250).  The sources that are available via technology have the potential to 

enhance students’ abilities and desires to engage in reading and writing. 

One must also understand that technology is also changing the look of 

reading.  When accessing information in this format, the task of reading changes 

from one that is largely passive and presents information in a rather linear and 

sequential format, to one which requires students to critically analyze choices 

and make pertinent decisions based on what they read (Alvarez, 1998; McKeon, 

1999).  “Technology has the potential to change, extend, and expand the 

definitions and contexts of literacy instruction” through the use of e-mail, voice 

mail, and the Internet. (McKeon, 1999, p. 698).  

Utilizing the Internet helps motivate students to read and write by relying 

on the fascination for computers that many students have.  Multitudes of sites 

currently exist which allow students to read, write, and respond to literature. 

Ideally, this fascination toward the Internet will provide a catalyst for engagement 

with texts outside of the computer arena.  With appropriate guidance by teachers, 

the World Wide Web can become a very authentic environment to offer 

opportunities for engaging literary development (CAST, 1999). 

Leu, cited in McKeon (1999), connoted that students find multi-media 

environments to be “cool”.  Teachers can easily use e-mail to bring their readers 
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beyond “cool”.  Students can effectively communicate about literature with an e-

mail partner.  In addition, conversing via electronic mail could link teachers and 

students together. Response journals can capture reactions and thoughts about 

books students have read.  One effective way to initiate this is for the teacher to 

begin the dialogue and allow the students to resume control.  A copy of the 

journal must always be carbon copied to the teacher for monitoring purposes 

(Staton, cited in McKeon, 1999; Ryder & Graves, 1997).   Dialogue journaling 

through e-mail creates an unknown reservoir of experience, ideas, feelings, and 

beliefs about reading. Since computers are so popular with the adolescent 

population, using e-mail based journals increases student/teacher rapport and 

forces students to articulate their thoughts about literature (McKeon, 1999).  This 

research has previously stated the knowledge that responding to literature 

through a combination of reading and writing increases reading comprehension.  

This electronic format forces students to give open, elaborate responses instead 

of closed responses to prompts or quiz questions.  Students should be 

encouraged to write responses that connect the literature with their own lives, to 

respond to comments posed by the teacher or reading partner, and to share their 

own thoughts, ideas, opinions, and questions about the literary selection (Ryder 

& Graves, 1997). 

If e-mail, why not voice mail?  Using voice mail is another positive way to 

encourage reluctant readers to communicate about reading.  Used mainly 

throughout a summer, students were directed to call the teacher and either read 

or summarize their individual reading progress.  (Willman, 1999).  To carry this 
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concept one step further, questions could be added to a homework hotline to be 

addressed by all students.  The benefit of using voice mail was that, since 

students continued to read throughout the school breaks, negative feelings 

toward reading were eliminated.   Using technology promotes self-efficacy, which 

is a critical stepping stone toward becoming an engaged reader. 

 It is through sharing, analyzing, and discussing literature with others that a 

reader begins to examine his/her own thoughts and make judgements about 

what is written.   The actions involving tutoring, partner reading, read alouds, and 

discussions are effective literacy models that involve more than just the solitary 

reader.  Through the interaction with others, these models can empower students 

to examine their own reading habits.  Examination of their own reading habits is 

an intrinsic activity which guides adolescent readers further down the path toward 

reading engagement. 

 

The Engaged Reader 

 Reading engagement happens only over time.  It is something that 

students must be taught to value and to enjoy.  The process of engagement 

includes building students’ self-confidence and arousing an interest, enthusiasm, 

and desire for books. 

 Affective systems at the core of the brain are responsible for engagement.  

These systems are responsible for deciding which objects and actions are 

important. This affective section of the brain acknowledges a love for reading.   
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 Children have more than one thousand hours of informal reading 

instruction prior to entering kindergarten (Adams, cited in North Carolina 

Department of Public Instruction, 1997).  Engagement and motivation begin early 

by being read to, watching others write, and seeing signs and labels in print.  

Teachers and other adults must foster joy and purposefulness for reading so 

children will find the task enjoyable and find value in it.  If students see reading 

and writing as a useful and meaningful endeavor for adults, they will view it as 

important for themselves also. 

 Engagement and motivation are incredibly intensified by the extent to 

which one’s daily life relies on reading.  This reliance is not only evident at school 

and on the job, but also in simple tasks such as reading recipes and 

programming the VCR.  A reading teacher’s goal is to cultivate highly-engaged, 

self-determined readers who are architects of their own literacy learning.  

Reading impacts one’s sociopolitical views, one’s culture, one’s language, and 

one’s way of looking at the world.  The more diverse the material, the more 

choices the students have, and the more engaged they will become (Guthrie, 

1996; Santa, 1997;North Carolina Department of Public Instruction, 1997). 

Self-Esteem of the Engaged Reader 

Motivation plays and important component in helping students become 

lifelong readers.  Those students who read more, achieve more.  Likewise, those 

same students have a higher self-concept.  To build self-esteem as a reader, the 

student has to be in control of his/her own reading.  Those reading experiences 

must be driven by intrinsic motivation.  These students often find themselves 
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“getting lost in a book” (Guthrie, 1996).  Highly motivated, self-assured students 

also show great curiosity about the world.  They also like to share books and 

discuss facts and characters as an integral part of their social obligations. 

 Reading and learning are intensely personal.  They are directly connected 

with a student’s self esteem.  Those students who possess negative attitudes 

about themselves as readers eventually choose to become alliterate.  The goal 

then, must be to build a student’s reading self-esteem.  (Stewart, Paradis, Ross, 

& Lewis, 1996).  Allowing these students to work at their own pace and to select 

their own books aids in the promotion of self-esteem.  As soon as these reluctant 

students begin to achieve some success, they begin to desire to and like to read.  

The level of school success increases proportionately to the increase in attitude 

and self-confidence. 

 Very often, the students with low self-esteem are actually obstructing their 

own reading growth.  Their own negative comments such as, “Why is this book 

so stupid” and “What is the point of this” restrict readers and cause them to shut 

down (Ortiz, 1996).  By generating a list of questions that promote openness 

toward reading, the students respond to reading in a more favorable manner.  

Questions like, “What’s this book about” and “How can I reward myself for 

finishing a page, chapter, or book” can alter a student’s negative attitude toward 

reading.  Students who attempted this were able to gain control of their reading 

behaviors and improve reading self-esteem.  Self-assurance is the key to 

becoming a lifelong reader. 
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 The lack of adolescent reading has received a large amount of attention 

throughout the past decade.  The elements that factor into students’ attitudes, 

abilities, and achievement in reading continue to pique the interest of reading 

specialists and researchers alike. 
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CHAPTER  3 

Summary, Critique, Implications, and Recommendations 

 

Introduction 

 This final chapter contains a review of the intensive research on 

motivating the adolescent to read.  This chapter will also summarize the purpose 

of the research.  Educational implications and recommendations for further study 

will conclude this chapter. 

Summary 

 The purpose of this study was to review, analyze, and draw implications 

from literature on the subject of creating engagement within the adolescent 

reader.  The study also proposed techniques and strategies to aid teachers in 

motivating their students to become engaged readers. 

 A large focus was directed toward empowering teachers by furnishing 

strategies to use within the classroom.  Students, even at the middle school level, 

need to be continually and continuously taught how to read for enjoyment.  

Through demonstration of positive reading habits and a complete immersion of 

students within the written text, the goal of reading for the sake of intrinsic 

motivation can be reached. 

 It is through adequate motivation that a student gains the intrinsic desire to 

read.  It is that desire that creates a yearning for literature.  This leaves an 

accomplished adolescent reader on the threshold of a tremendous goal: reading 

engagement. 
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Critique 

 This researcher found the analysis of literature regarding the lack of 

motivation of adolescent readers to be very pertinent and exciting.  On an 

increasingly daily basis, adolescents express their lack of desire to read.  This 

researcher’s belief is that most, if not all, of the students see reading as drudgery 

for two reasons.  These reasons are failure of earlier teachers to teach them the 

joy of books, and the inability of the students to be allowed necessary exposure 

to free choice of reading material.  This research has broadened the researcher’s 

understanding of how to bring students along the continuum toward engagement 

in reading.  Most importantly, the research has also rekindled the researcher’s 

passion for books and has created an intense desire to break through the 

barriers that inhibit the adolescent reader. 

 

Educational Implications 

 This research has stated a marked decrease in the voluntary reading at 

the middle school level.  It also outlined four themes that were intended to assist 

teachers in engaging their disengaged adolescent readers.  District reading 

specialists and teachers of reading in grades six through eight may possibly gain 

the most benefit and insight from the research.  However, the researcher 

insinuates that all teachers at the middle school level would benefit by 

implementing into their curriculum some of the strategies outlined in chapter two.   
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Recommendations for further research 

 The results of this research pertained to reading motivation only at the 

middle school level.  It is recommended that the information be scrutinized more 

thoroughly before being applied to other grade levels.   

Several suggestions are offered for further research on the objectives.  

These suggestions are: 

1) Devise a comprehensive list of books focused on high interest and low 

readability levels that would appeal to adolescent readers. 

2) Study the effect extrinsic motivators have on a reader’s ability and/or 

habits. 

3) Compare the variables to see whether parental reading patterns and 

attitudes affect young readers. 

4) Probe the research regarding the importance of reading to children, 

particularly from birth to age two, and determine how early reading affects 

adolescent reading patterns. 

5) Execute a statistical study comparing the actual change of attitude and 

engagement among adolescents when choice of literature is used as a 

strong proponent in the reading curriculum. 

6) Carry out a statistical analysis to determine the relationship between a 

student’s reading engagement and the amount of technology/TV that the 

student accesses daily. 

7) Analyze the correlation between the amount of sustained silent reading 

(SSR) in schools and the level of reading achievement of the students. 
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8) Utilize the elements of Chapter 2 within a classroom setting and measure 

the change in reading engagement among adolescents following the 

execution of the reading engagement strategies. 
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