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Inquiry into Adolescent Literacy Practices 

 I conducted my research with 41 ninth graders at a very small, 83% white, private school.  

The Trinity School of Durham and Chapel Hill ("Trinity School of Durham and Chapel Hill," 

2015) is a TK–12, co-educational, Christian school whose mission is to educate students within 

the Christian faith and conviction by teaching in the classical tradition and communicating truth, 

goodness, and beauty.  The school matriculates 515 total students, 152 of which are in grades 9-

12, with a student to faculty ratio of 8:1.  Annual tuition is $17,970 per year, though 31% receive 

tuition assistance.   

 One of three English Language Arts courses offers an explicitly inquiry-based curriculum 

and is listed as a “Literary Exploration of Justice and Revenge.”  The diverse, challenging texts 

explored in the ELA offerings include works by Dostoyevsky, Dumas, Shakespeare, C.S. Lewis, 

Sartre, Morrison, and Rushdi.   

 My research sought to reveal attitudes and practices in reading and writing done 

primarily outside of school.  However, I also intended to discover how these adolescents engaged 

in any reading or writing activity.  I presented the students a two-page survey, mostly multiple-

choice, in three different ELA classes.  On an agreement scale of 1-5, I asked students if they 

read/write outside of school, if they read/write more in print/digital, if they remember most of 

what they read, if they write or talk about their readings/writings, if they think themselves good 

readers/writers, and whether reading/writing can be improved, among others.  Lastly, I hoped to 

uncover a correlation between length of time spent reading and format of reading. 

Data Analysis 

 The students represent an interesting slice of the population in that all respondents have at 

least one person at home who reads for pleasure.  The freshmen are also a very active bunch with 
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32 listing an extracurricular sport whereas only 12 enjoy extracurricular activities in the arts.  A 

slight majority of the students reads fiction books outside of school but does not read non-fiction.  

The students are overwhelmingly positive about the ability to improve reading (76%) and writing 

skills (95%).  It is also clear that the students very much dislike taking notes while reading.  The 

data also show no correlation between memory and annotation while reading.  Similarly, very 

few students write for fun outside of school, even though half report to enjoy writing and 76% 

consider writing to be important—a finding which is hard to reconcile without further inquiry.  

Lastly, and perhaps most interestingly in the digital era, nearly half of the students claims to 

reading for longer durations when a text is in print; less than a quarter say they read longer in 

digital media. 
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Literacy Goals and Curricular Commitments 

 My working definition of literacy is competence in engaging the world through reading, 

writing, and speaking.  The key components of my perception of literacy are engagement and the 

world.  By ‘the world’ I mean the panoply of social discourses as defined by Gee (2006).  This 

means a literate person must not only be competent in literacy activities at home, but also at 

work, online, at school, and in a municipal office, among many others.  While the world contains 

many socialized interactions, engagement is the real portmanteau of the definition.  Engagement 

certainly involves building ethical and open-minded connections between discourses and 

viewpoints (NGA & CCSSO, 2015).  It also requires various level of motivation.  Interest and 

attitude play a deciding role in the quest for motivation (O'Brien & Dillon, 2014).  The instructor 

must pique interest in literacy activities by choosing relevant tasks that promote connectedness 

(Tatum, 2014) to those activities and by creating an environment of inquiry that pursues an 

intellectually challenging, context appropriate set of guiding questions (Wilhelm, 2007).  This 

helps create student buy-in.  Literacy attitudes, however, are perhaps more challenging to address 

directly.  Attitudes themselves are complex webs of identities, goals, and values, which O’Brien 

and Dillon (2014) viewed as integral to motivation.  However, I push interest to the fore and 

argue that increased interest leads to improved attitudes, which in turn bolster motivation. 

 Following Wilhelm’s model in Engaging Readers and Writers with Inquiry (2007), I 

believe guiding questions help create a classroom environment that is inclusive and encourages 

the exchange across multiple primary and secondary discourses (Gee, 2006).  When students are 

interested in literacy activities through relevant inquiry, they are more likely to be intrinsically 

motivated to participate (O'Brien & Dillon, 2014).  The curricular challenge that remains, then, is 
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integrating accessibility to the activities involved (O'Brien & Dillon, 2014) and teaching how to 

participate in the secondary discourse of the classroom (Hagood, 2014). 

 To this end, a certain amount of scaffolding is necessary.  Close Reading (S. Brown & 

Kappes, 2012) techniques are a great way to deconstruct complex text and “juicy sentences” 

(Rubenstein-Avila & Leckie, 2014) in order to build strategies for understanding other readings.  

However, it is critical that such instruction is modeled through cognitive apprenticeship (J. S. 

Brown, Collins, & Duguid, 1989; O'Brien & Dillon, 2014).  Through such instruction, the 

teacher-as-expert demonstrates how experts struggle and persevere in demanding literacy tasks 

(Hall & Comperatore, 2014).  But in order to fully address a student’s ability to participate and 

access the task, there is another technique that must be incorporated.  Rubenstien-Avila and 

Leckie (2014) described scaffolding techniques for reading and writing in the content areas for 

English as an Additional Language learners (EALs).  Their approach involved repetitive use of 

both functional and content-related vocabulary as well as cloze sentences for reading, writing, 

and speaking.  To this end, Graham (2010) encouraged instruction in annotation as a form of 

writing, and I agree.  Such scaffolding is critical for EALs but also addresses the multiple 

discourses at play within the classroom (Hagood, 2014; O'Brien & Dillon, 2014; Rubenstein-

Avila & Leckie, 2014).  What must be avoided, however, is the disintegration of such 

scaffolding with inquiry.  Instruction can no longer operate primarily on a deficit model that 

focuses on bringing literacies “up to grade level” and damages reading identities (Hall & 

Comperatore, 2014; O'Brien & Dillon, 2014). 

 In practical terms, adolescent learners need to engage in consistent, relevant literacy 

activities in a carefully scaffolded inquiry environment.  This means students will regularly read 

challenging texts from worldly perspectives and write and speak about the texts in ways that are 
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not only academic but also affective in nature.  Writing reflections on and discussing struggles 

with texts both broadens literacy and deepens critical thinking (Bomer & Fowler-Amato, 2014), 

which in turn alters attitudes.  In sum, the effective classroom develops motivated, thoughtful 

readers, writers, and speakers. 

 

Integrating Adolescent Literacy Practices and  

Literacy Goals for Effective Instruction  

 Adolescents aren’t taking notes, and, when they do, they hate it.  Even still, the data show 

annotation has no measurable effect on reading retention for these students.  However, if 

annotation is a researched boon to overall literacy (Graham, 2010), then the skill needs to be 

better presented to students.  A potential solution is to build in the use of marginalizations as a 

resource for quizzes by allowing a notecard filled with only the notes from the margins of a 

reading.  If such a technique could lessen student aversion to annotation, then according to 

Graham (2010) it could lead to improved reading skills. 

 Adolescents appear to read more often and for longer when text is in print.  This finding 

stands in contrast with the research to indicate students increasingly relate better to digital texts.  

Given the level of retention exhibited by these students, perhaps Mangen, Walgermo, and 

Bronnick (2013) are correct to urge caution in employing digital readings.  In their research, 

Mangen et al. have found that differences in spatiotemporal markers appear to significantly 

affect performance on comprehension exams.  It stands to reason, then, that decreased 

performance in comprehension leads to decreased retention of readings.  Considering this 

finding, the role of digital texts should be carefully considered and even limited to a single page 

of text (Mangen et al., 2013). 
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 Most adolescents are not writing outside of school for fun.  Ten out of the thirteen 

students who write outside of school regularly prefer creative writing.  The few common genres 

include poetry, songwriting, and fanfiction.  Both poetry and songwriting are easily enough 

addressed in a unit on poetry, but fanfiction could actually be incorporated as an assignment or 

project for any piece of literature.  Such a project could tap into the collaborative nature of online 

fanfictions by using author notes (Black, 2005) strategically in order to facilitate engaged 

participation.  This would, of course, require the instructor to be well versed in constructing 

fanfiction on a curated platform. 

 Adolescents might not prefer typing or tablet writing to handwritten work.  Seven out of 

the thirteen who write for fun do so both by hand and with digital devices.  It is perhaps notable 

that only two out of the seven who strongly agree to writing for fun report writing by digital 

means alone.  I don’t know if this is more anecdotal evidence or not, but it may suggest further 

research into self-professed writers and the use of handwriting.  This draws a link to the budding 

research by Mangen and Velay (2010) in the area of haptics (the relationship between visual 

perception and motor action).  The authors argued for the well-established link between 

cognition and the action of handwriting and found that the same cerebral pathways are not at 

play in typing.  While the findings are not conclusive by any means, it does indicate some 

educational concern for over-emphasizing writing in digital media.  Such a concern suggests 

incorporating journaling or drafting writing activities prior to composing in digital modalities as 

a way to simultaneously improve written literacy and encourage student interest in writing 

through relevant media. 
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