
READINGResearch   Into  Practice

Sam Sebesta
Dr. Sam L. Sebesta is a retired 

professor of education at the 

University of Washington in 

Seattle. He has conducted 

research in areas such as phonics, 

children’s reading preferences, 

and reader response. Dr. Sebesta 

also taught at Grades 1 to 8 

and has received the Arbuthnot 

Award for Outstanding Teacher 

of Children’s and Young 

Adults’ Literature. He conducts 

workshops throughout the 

United States, Canada, and many 

other countries. Dr. Sebesta 

is a Program Author of Scott 

Foresman Reading Street.

The child was deeply engaged in___________________.

Answers will vary. Examples: Soccer, surfing the net, unstructured play, pretending  

to be a tow truck, ballet, crying, . . . reading

What does it mean to be engaged in reading? If we assume that engagement can 
be taught, what methods and materials will help?

Recent History

Turn first to the 1990s. Engaged reading stood at the center of the reading 
curriculum. An accepted definition of engagement in reading appeared:

engagement n. the emotional involvement of the reader in the process of 
responding to the content of reading, as occurs in a total absorption in a  
story or play. (Harris and Hodges, 1995, p. 73)

“Emotional involvement” and “total absorption” echo the evocative and 
aesthetic stance within reading-response theory, especially that of Rosenblatt 
(1995). Hence methods in literature-based reading instruction sought, first and 
foremost, to achieve an evocative, aesthetic transaction between reader and text.

A somewhat questionable practice, at least from a common perspective today, 
was adhering to “story.” Literature-based reading programs were composed 
almost exclusively of narrative and verse—that is, works derived from the 
imagination. These included modern realistic stories, historical fiction, fantasy, 
and an occasional narrative biography.

Why this limitation? Reader-response theory distinguished between literature 
that is read from an “aesthetic stance”—hence engagement—and nonfiction 
that is read from an “efferent stance,” not for engagement but for an extrinsic 
purpose: “An efferent stance means that a reader is concerned with knowledge, 
facts, and eventually the products of reading” (Galda and Liang, 2003, p. 269).

One might expect that an educational program with reader engagement at 
its center would yield positive results, at least in regard to its prime objective, 
engaging students in reading. But quantitative measures with validity closest 

Understanding reader engagement helps educators 
not only teach how to read but also nurture learners 
committed to reading.
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to reader engagement gave no such assurance. First came a calibrated national 
survey of children’s attitudes toward reading (McKenna et al., 1995). The 
survey found no significant difference in the attitude factor of engagement when 
students who were taught using traditional basal readers were compared with 
those instructed using “whole language” (literature-based) programs. Morrow 
and Gambrell (2000), noting frequent “reading aloud to students from children’s 
literature” (p. 566), focused on “attitude factors such as engagement” and 
concluded, “Results of these studies are somewhat disappointing” (p. 578).

A Broader View of Reader Engagement

“Engaged readers’ devotion to reading spans across time, transfers to a variety 
of genres, and culminates in valued reading outcomes.” The quote is from 
“Engagement and Motivation in Reading” (Guthrie and Wigfield, 2000, p. 403). 
It signals a departure from a definition and practice that confined engagement 
to readers’ emotion, to aesthetic stance, and (significantly) to fiction. Noting 
the change, Martinez and McGee (2000, p. 161) called for “books to nourish 
children’s interest in the historical and natural world.” Clearly, the “storybook” 
label was outworn!

A broader definition of reader engagement might lead to broader concern and 
application—for example, “Engagement has several characteristics: motivation, 
purpose, skills and strategies, knowledge, and self-regulation. It is also a social 
activity” (Blachowicz and Ogle, 2008, p. 25).

On the other hand, a broad definition might get lip service from educators 
but little application. In fact, reader engagement seemed to be set aside by 
the National Reading Panel (2000) in its Reading First and No Child Left 
Behind programs. A charitable assumption is that students who master and 
apply research-sanctioned skills and strategies will, by virtue of their success, 
also exhibit engagement. There is room for doubt, however; in personal 
correspondence in 2009, Peter Afflerbach cites evidence that the Reading First 
study of “all that attention to phonemic awareness and phonics didn’t matter a 
whit to student engagement to text.”

What is offered here is a closer look at reader engagement. It is an evolving 
concept, not a concept derived exclusively from reader-response theory and not 
a compendium of skills and strategies for teaching how to read. Instead, this 
consideration addresses the why of reading, the motives to be nurtured for a 
lifetime of benefits from reading.

Suggested Attributes of Engagement in Reading

1.  Attitude As an attribute of engagement, attitude indicates the prospective 
readers’ “belief about the outcome of reading” (McKenna et al., 1995,  
p. 939). A positive attitude can indicate high self-efficacy: “Believing that one 
can read well affects one’s commitment to reading” (Pressley, 2006, p. 372). 
Morrow (2003, p. 862) adds that “children’s attitude is likely to determine 
whether students choose to read or not.”

2.  Intrinsic Motivation While attitude is a global concept, intrinsic motivation 
refers to specific reading tasks: “People who engage in behavior to feel 
competent, gain mastery over some skills, or satisfy their curiosity are 
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“Successful teachers, above  
all, modeled enthusiasm 
for reading. They talked of 
their own reading lives. They 
shared their knowledge of 
children’s literature.”

intrinsically motivated. . . . When you are intrinsically motivated, you are 
engaging in an activity for the activity’s sake (e.g., read for the sake of 
reading)” (Byrnes and Wasik, 2009, p. 295). For example, intrinsic motivation 
propels readers who lose themselves in the most recent fantasy series or the 
intricate details in Castle, one of the nonfiction books in the Cross-Sections 
series (Biesty and Platt, 1994).

3.  Time on Task “Researchers use the term engagement 
to encompass many meanings. One meaning is ‘time 
on task’” (Guthrie, 2004, p. 3). Reading volume in 
intermediate grades contributes to verbal intelligence. 
More relevant to the present discussion, early 
engagement leads to increased engagement as the reader 
advances. In a longitudinal study, Cunningham and 
Stanovich (2003, p. 672) showed the positive effects 
of first graders’ amount of reading upon their reading 
engagement eleven years later: “A positive dimension of 
this research is that all of our studies have demonstrated 
that reading a lot is efficacious regardless of the levels of 
a child’s cognitive and reading ability.”

4.  Genre Representation In literacy education, genre is the term for classifying 
written selections by “form, technique, or content” (Harris and Hodges, 
1995, p. 94). Researchers have studied children’s genre preferences for 
generations, often with the intent to engage readers by giving them reading 
most likely to catch their interest (Sebesta and Monson, 2003). Now the 
view has broadened. Educators can represent all major genres at each level, 
early childhood to adult, thanks to the versatility of publishers. Research 
now supports the belief that children can be engaged in any genre at any 
age; see, for example, “Talk During Book Sharing Between Parents and 
Preschool Children” (Price et al., 2009). To the traditional array of genres, the 
Program for International Student Assessment adds four unique types of text: 
magazines, comics, e-mail, and Web pages (Brozo et al., 2008). Clearly, the 
job of genre representation is expanding.

Let us turn now to the means by which educators attempt to promote 
engagement: text materials and school climate.

Text Materials to Engage Readers

Modern core reading programs, formerly basals, are complex. They undertake 
the entire spectrum of reading competence. For instance, Dewitz, Jones, and 
Leahy (2009) found forty-one distinct comprehension skills/strategies listed and 
presented in the leading five core reading programs. Do these complex programs 
also include reader engagement?

In Reading Street, within the Scope and Sequence charts in teachers’ materials, 
you will find objectives devoted to Literary Response and Analysis. Notice in 
particular those that guide students to “show an interest in books and reading; 
engage voluntarily in social interaction about books,” “choose text by drawing 
on personal interests, relying on knowledge of authors and genres, estimating 
text difficulty, and using recommendations of others,” and “read from a variety 
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“Now the view has broadened. 
Educators can represent all 
major genres at each level, early 
childhood to adult, thanks to 
the versatility of publishers.”

of genres for a variety of purposes.” These and similar engagement objectives 
are tracked through the program from kindergarten onward. Sometimes they 
are embedded in comprehension strategies; for instance, students are engaged 
when they relate their own experience (and prior knowledge); when they speak, 
write, and sketch what they visualize while reading; and (most important for 
motivation) when they “make connections beyond the text” and “generalize 
beyond the text.”

Student texts for Reading Street aim for broader engagement than the 
anthology-of-stories concept would permit. Look, for example, at Grade 3, Unit 
4. It begins with a thematic question: “What does it mean to be unique?” The 
question implies more than a definition; it invites discussion and speculation 
about the value of uniqueness, the options open to the bearer of uniqueness. 

Each selection in the unit relates to the thematic question, 
examining it and expanding it. This is done through 
multiple genres: two biographies, expository nonfiction, 
an autobiography, a legend, a persuasive text, a folk tale, a 
brief visit with online directories, and a trickster tale that 
elicits sharing.

Theme-related questions prompt discussion; the unit ends 
with Interactive Review that revisits the reading selections 
and comprehension skills. The time-on-task criterion gets 
further attention with leveled readers relevant to the theme 
and links to trade books.

Classroom Climate for Reader Engagement

Classroom climate usually indicates “evidence of a set of positive shared values 
of social behavior in the school” (Glover et al., 1998, p. 411). Students in a 
class with a high positive climate come to school with attitudes of confidence 
and enthusiasm for learning. Their acquaintance with print motivates them to 
seek new reading experience, to devote time to it, and to broaden it—to read 
extensively and intensively. There is camaraderie in such a classroom: “A sense of 
community affects young people’s sense of self and efficacy. It can also affect their 
engagement” (Martin and Dawson, 2009, p. 350). True, this vision of positive 
classroom climate may not be a reality everywhere, but it can still be a goal!

How can educators and schools support it, and how can teachers achieve it? 
Pressley (2006) examined “Teacher Behaviors Encouraging Engagement.” His 
findings are extensive and inspiring. Successful teachers, above all, modeled 
enthusiasm for reading. They talked of their own reading lives. They shared 
their knowledge of children’s literature (Sebesta, 2001). As Pressley puts it: “The 
two most engaging classrooms were very positive places. They provided a lot of 
praise and feedback, consistently modeling interest and enthusiasm as they did 
so” (p. 399). Referring to his case study of one teacher, Pressley observes, “On a 
typical day, Nancy Masters used more than forty different positive motivational 
mechanisms to inspire and engage her students” (p. 400).

Researchers continue to show interest in how engaging teachers interact with 
students and how engaged students interact with each other. A recent study 
(Bourdage and Rehark, 2009) tallied who talks. A t tally indicates teacher 
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“Reader engagement happens, 
or can happen, in all reading. 
It involves cognitive as well as 
emotional response.”

talk; a c indicates child talk. Thus a t c t c t c pattern reveals recitation, while 
c c c c t c c t c c reveals a discussion going on. But when discussion involves a 
whole class, the ratio of listeners to speaker may be 25:1 or higher. One solution 
is to divide a class into cooperative learning groups (Gillies, 2007; Barkley et al., 
2005; Johnson and Johnson, 1999).

Small-group time helps teachers develop cooperative learning groups in which 
student readers themselves frame questions about selections, relate reading 
selections to other texts they have read, and with teacher guidance, help meet 
the needs for understanding and expression of children at varying levels of 
comprehension. They gain understanding and increase reader engagement.

Even in a positive classroom climate, some scaffolding will be necessary. Gillies 
(2007, pp. 51–58) would limit groups to three or four members, zeroing in on 
“tasks that are open and discovery based” (p. 8). Group guidelines include “helping 
each other, sharing the materials, listening to what others have to say” (p. 31). 
Other sources suggest temporary procedures such as keeping a tally of speakers to 
encourage fair sharing in discussion and a rule that each speaker acknowledge or 
elaborate on the preceding comment to keep the discussion on track.

Are members of the group fully engaged? That is a 
question to ask them. A second question is What has 
been accomplished? Gillies advises that students be led 
to evaluate their own effort and even construct a scoring 
rubric of their own (2007, p. 189). Although this type of 
formative assessment applies to the group and the whole 
class, Gillies notes, “Individual accountability is required” 
(p. 5). 

Assessing Reader Engagement

Ethnographies of students’ “grand conversations” about literature (Eeds and 
Wells, 1989) and students’ literature response journals (Hancock, 1993) helped 
direct attention not just to comprehension but to engagement as well. Guthrie 
(2004, pp. 2–3) modeled an impressive pair of profiles, one of an engaged 
reader, one of a disengaged reader. Brozo et al. (2008) include a scoring rubric 
used in assessing reader engagement in the Program for International Student 
Assessment. These examples show options for qualitative assessment.

Quantitative measures are feasible, although instruments rely mostly on self-
report. Such measures of reading attitude, motivation, time on task, and genre 
representation might be used at the start of a school year and then near the 
end to find out whether efforts to increase engagement have paid off. Here are 
suggested instruments.

1.  Elementary Reading Attitude Survey (McKenna and Kear, 1990): Twenty easy 
questions to which a student responds with a numerical rating. The survey 
includes norms for Grades 1 through 6.

2.  The Motivation for Reading Questionnaire (Baker and Wigfield, 1999, pp. 
476–477) consists of fifty-four items to be responded to using a scale of one 
to four. It is called multidimensional, measuring self-efficacy, purpose, and 
social activity.
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3.  Time on Task A simple form asking students to record amount of time spent 
in a typical day on various reading tasks was used by Anderson et al. (1988); 
it is described, with sample items, on page 287 of their report.

4.  Genre Representation Genres reported in students’ reading logs can be tallied. 
A whole-class Reading Wheel, a popular device from the past, is useful to 
encourage genre variety and to document it. Display the wheel—a large circle 
divided into pie-shaped segments, each division labeled with a genre. After 
students read a book or other selection, they place a self-stick note in the 
appropriate genre segment to identify title and author as well as to make a 
brief annotation or comment.

Conclusion

Reader engagement happens, or can happen, in all reading. It involves cognitive 
as well as emotional response. It is not confined to “what if” genres derived from 
imagination; it also applies to “what is” genres, engaging the reader to visualize 
Machu Picchu, for instance, without having to literally climb mountains 
carrying a backpack.

Reader engagement is an evolving concept. Its attributes are viable for choosing 
and using instructional materials, for instructional design, and for assessment 
and research. It also represents a concept of the future when, perhaps, reading 
educators are faced with “the disconnect between theories of literacy and 
theories developed to support many of the new literacy technologies that are 
changing the way people read and write” (McEneaney et al., 2009).
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