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Beginning initially with an exploration and a recreation of the work undertaken by Evans (1993), 
when he interviewed a series of American college students in respect to their literacy memories of 
schooling, this project soon became transformed into a more focused set of interviews in regard to 
'reading memories'. The respondents in this project ranged in age for eleven years to forty six, and 
each set of interviews undertaken with them revealed an immediate acute disparity between their 
home 'reading life' and their school experience. 

More importantly, what also emerged from the data was the awareness of the reading process 
that these 20 'avid readers' possessed and the impact that a single carer or teacher had had on 
these individuals. Not only had the carer or teacher been influential in creating the initial impetus 
to read, but for each of these individuals a reflective cycle of reading with an 'inner vision' had also 
been developed. This paper not only describes the respondent's personal reading knowledge but 
also discusses possible teacher characteristics necessary for optimal learning and implications for 
the teaching of reading. 

Are You Reading Me?: Emotional memory and literacy learning 

What comes to mind when you think back on your own schooling? How do you remember your 
teachers, especially your favourite teachers? How do you remember your most hated teachers? 
What are your earliest memories of reading? 

We'd always used these questions as the means of introduction to our teaching and considered 
them very interesting but not perhaps significant. Over the past few years we began to see a 
pattern forming, our students could always remember at least one ‘significant other’ in their life 
and usually it was one teacher and one teacher only. They spoke of these people using very 
passionate terms and we began to realise that their memories seemed to have become some 
form of reflective hook on which they had hung their self-perception hat. We decided to investigate 
further. 

Although in its infancy, research in the field of emotional memory suggests that when challenged 
to do so, we draw up vivid emotional pictures of those who have deeply affected our past 
experiences (Crawford, Kippax, Onyx, Gault and Berton 1992). In regard to how students 
remember their teachers little work appears has been undertaken. While the current literature 
base suggests that teachers need to be caring (Elbaz 1992) thoughtful (Clark 1995) and 
passionate (Fitzsimmons and Bilbo 2000), little appears to have been done in regard to how 
children or adults have been affected by such teachers or carers and the memories they hold of 
them. Several decades previously, Vygotsky (1978) came to the conclusion that the notion of 
quality learning in respect to children's learning in general and literacy learning in particular is a 
higher order cultural ideal that relies on high quality interactions between adults. 



After interviewing a group of American college students in regard to their 'reading memories', 
Evans (1993) came to a similar conclusion, finding that that the most powerful form of learning had 
taken place in the early years of school and the remainder of the time had spent simply learning 
how 'to do’ school. 

What began as a simple interest in what we would find by unearthing such memories and 
beginning with a set of eleven year old children gifted writers, soon led on to a more focused study 
dealing with reading memories. Using the simple approach of looking for recurring themes, we 
soon realized that the initial set of young respondents had indeed a pool of vivid memories of their 
reading experience, but very few positive ones of teachers in the later years of primary school. 
Stunned by this we then undertook a more rigorous data collection and analysis process. 

After the initial interviews with these children, we eventually undertook another fourteen interviews 
with teenagers and adults with an upper age limit of forty-six. Beginning the analysis process 
again with a search in each transcript for tense changes, which Georgakpolous (1994) suggests 
reveals moments of emotional engagement; we then searched for issues and themes across each 
respondent's 'personal story' (Labov 1972). 

What emerged from the data was the overwhelming view that the most powerful "streams of 
experience" (Denzin 1984) occurred in respondents’ early years of school and were provided by a 
teacher or carer who created opportunities to learn to read by providing occasions for the child to 
learn by themselves. However, more importantly we soon came to realise that the, 

... person I am is partly constituted by my life memories...Our identities are 
composed of projects that we try to work out when we tell stories about our 
encounters, accomplishments, adventures, failings, accidents. (Van Manen, 1991, 
pp. 22-23) 

The early memory reading arch: Life memories, reader identity and reading in action 

The most important theme to emerge from the data seems to be the dynamic lever that memory 
actually is. Rather than simply a recall of enjoyable experiences and 'fun times', for the 
respondents in this project their earliest reading memories have acted as a buffer against 
immediate threats to their self-esteem. As the oldest of the interviewees recalls, 

I was never very good at school, or at least successful. I was always a 
reader, I read everything but my teachers in high school never knew or 
cared. They never asked me if I even read. But I knew, and I always 
remembered my grandfather and the beach walks we took. Those walks 
and the books we discussed as we wandered up and down made all the 
crap going on at school irrelevant. I was ignored and I ignored them. (John 
aged 46) 

While not all were unsuccessful at school, the success they had enjoyed as early readers and 
those subsequent memories appears to have created an ability to take risks. This ability surfaced 
when undertaking later school work, and provided them with self assurance in regard to their 
reading capability and acted as a safety zone where they could escape to. While this particular 
group found an inner strength derived from their reading community, for the most part their sense 
of a reading community came from their home experience and not their school. 

I came from a very disadvantaged background in every sense. I was never 
a reader until I had to stay at a girlfriend's house. For the first time I saw 
people reading and they encouraged me to read, and talk about books 
around the dinner table. I loved it, I felt safe. I became a good reader, it was 



the only thing I was good at, but I knew it. As young girl in primary school I 
became besotted by books, it was my only escape. I like your friend's 
comment about being an 'arm chair traveler'. I've never left here (name of 
city supplied), but I've been everywhere in my head too. Reading is an 
escape, but those memories of that time with my friend has given me self 
worth I guess. I hope I've passed it on to my kids. (Margaret aged 43) 

While all had similar strong beliefs in their reading ability and the personal benefits, this is in many 
respects a story for another time, because for us the most fascinating and dominant aspect of this 
study was the knowledge of the reading process created by a 'significant other' in their early stage 
of life that had acted as a reflective tool since that time, for even the youngest of the group. It is 
this process of accessing and then appropriating a set of mental tools that Leontyev (1981) 
discussed as being such a powerful learning experience. While the following schematic diagram 
details the current 'reading knowledge in action' that the majority of respondents undertake as they 
engage with print, each component of the process is in reality a 'memory in action'. In many 
respects the flowing paragraphs have been difficult to write as the respondents constantly moved 
in and out of the past and present tense. The memories they describe are still as alive and well to 
this day in the way they undertake the reading process. The reading memories they describe are 
not fossilised but an experience they live every day of their lives. As each respondent enters the 
world of the page (and for them it is another world) a flush of memory and excitement fills their 
being as they recall for a fleeting instant their earliest memories of reading with their mother, 
father, grandfather of favourite teacher. 

As soon as I sit in my chair and turn open the pages I'm back on my aunt's 
knee. Only for a second, but it’s a feeling that I always get just before I lose 
track of time and realise its 2am I've been reading for 5 hours and I have to 
get to sleep. (Gary aged 21) 

As stated previously this memory in action and reading in action nexus is described schematically 
in the following diagram and will form the basis of the ensuing discussion. 

  

Table 1: Reading in Action 

 



Another surprising aspect of this project was the number of similarities in the thought and action of 
each of the respondents. However, before embarking on a description of these processes, and 
because we began with the children in this study, we have decided to begin this discussion with 
their understandings. Not only were we able to triangulate their data by interviewing their parents, 
their understanding and seemingly simplistic responses formed the initial categorisation process 
and reveal the greatest importance this study has for the teaching of reading. 

Each of these children knew a great deal about the nature of reading and the construction of text, 
and it hadn't come from their school experience. Not only were they adamant about this but we 
also checked each of their past teachers' programs. Using their language, the four basic 
understandings they had come to realise included: 

• "Writers don't always tell the truth." - What Jessica meant by this comment is that writers 
sometimes "use words and pictures to say something else, they try to make the story more 
exciting. They say stuff that they might not believe, it depends where they were born." Although 
simplistic in nature, Jessica reveals that she is aware that writers use a series of linguistic devices 
to draw their readers into the text. These children had reached the conclusion that text can consist 
of multiple levels and layers of meaning and that the surface features of text can reveal only 
superficial elements of the author's intentions. 

• "Writer's can only write what they've lived." - While revealing childhood simplicity, Danny's 
statement shows a depth of understanding in regard to the source of author's initial material. It 
also reveals the children's knowledge that each text contains highly subjective elements that 
includes bias and stereotypes 

• "When I read it's like a video in my head." - An interesting aspect of the reading process that 
these children appeared to engage in was their ability to visualise what they read. While this didn't 
always occur, or operate the whole time they were reading, it was part of what seems to be a 
more complex metacognitive reading process. 

Where had this knowledge come from? They were unanimous and unequivocal in their reply, 
summed up in Jenny's emphatic response. 

It came from mum and dad. I can always remember what we did together. 

All of the adult respondents gave stunningly similar descriptions of the reading process they 
undertook with each turn of the page. The primary memory for each was the ideal that their 
'significant other' had instituted via a critical questioning process. Whether it was sitting on a 
parent's knee or walking with their grandparents, all of the adult book memory stimulators had 
instituted a questioning process in which the children had to realise and articulate the meanings 
they had derived from their reading and then justify their answers. 

This too, was an element of Beecher and Arthur’s research on families, home contexts and the 
literacy experiences of children. Here families revealed that at times they, 

…were concerned that children were exposed to both ‘good and bad’ on 
television; however, this did not overly worry them, as children were able to 
discuss content openly and critically. Many noted that children were quick to 
form their own opinion about things that mattered to them (2001:94). 

One of the parents surveyed for this study reported, 

If they are passionate about something it gives them lots of direction. 
Through literacy, they learn to argue…they like to attempt difficult things, not 



being lazy and taking the easy road. If something excites them, they want to 
meet the challenge (Beecher & Arthur, 2001:94). 

Whether by design or accident these adults had instigated a collaborative act of learning in which 
the children were, 

…free to devote their attention to the high level processes required for 
comprehension. (Andrews 1992:91) 

Although the precise nature of the questions and pattern of response has long been forgotten, 
what is clear to these people is that not only did the discussion focus on the various subjective 
meanings in the text, but also how these meanings were derived and, as each of the respondents 
grew older and more in tune with print themselves, the language used to create these meanings. 
This process of reflection seems to have grown into an indwelling dialogue and reaction to text 
long after the book-talk relationship had finished. As Lucy, one of the eleven year olds stated, 

...when I read its like I'm schizophrenic. I talk to myself I guess. I'm always 
thinking, and looking at the words and how they make me feel, and how the 
writer has used words to make me feel that way. 

Thus a central force that seems to have been developed in these respondents is the notion of 
critical reflection and an indwelling dialogue whereby these people entered a reflective state in 
which they became what we have termed 'authenticating readers' and 'structural readers'. 

Inner Dialogue as an Authenticating Reader 

Whenever these respondents began to read (a narrative by preference) they remember they soon 
found themselves falling into the text. In what appears to be an almost highly charged emotional 
form, as they began to read they reported that they assumed a stance in which they either slipped 
immediately into or gradually moved into a process of visualisation. They did so in what appears to 
be a savouring of the images and nuances created by the writer. 

When I read Wilbur Smith not only can I see the elephant in the grass but I 
can smell what he did in the grass. (Paul aged 46) 

The youngest members of this inquiry remember that they had a preoccupation with 'getting the 
words' right as 'code breakers' in the earliest stages of the joint reading with their parents, and still 
claim that this is a preoccupation but that this focus now concerns how the author has constructed 
meaning or is attempting to manipulate them. However, like the other adult respondents, this is a 
background concern in that they are aware that writers may have an agenda but that enjoyment of 
the text is the primary focus. 

I know that bias, .... or their point of view has to creep in. But, it registers 
when this happens but if its a good read I may mentally note it, but I think I 
nearly always just move on. It's not a really a great concern if the book 
moves on. (Anne aged 35) 

However, it appears that on most occasions some trigger moves these readers into a visualising 
process, engaging with the unfolding events and character interaction that takes place in their 
heads. As Jeanie reported, 

Phil, its like a video in my head. 



Danny (aged eleven) stated that for him, this visualisation experience allowed him "to get in and 
have a look inside." Slipping into an appreciation of the aesthetic detail and finally actually viewing 
the text seems to be the predominant memory of both their past and immediate situation. In 
entering what appears to be a state of 'flow' (Csikzintmihali, 1993), they were able to maintain 
meaning while simultaneously developing a greater appreciation of personal meaning and 
satisfaction. While this visualising process was not fully maintained for the entire period of the 
reading process, it seems to be a natural inclination. 

Talking of memories, last Christmas we all gave books to each other. After 
lunch we all started reading on the back deck. It was really quiet after a 
while, I looked up and we were all gone. Mum, dad, me and Ian. We were 
just out there in our own world. It’s always been like that. I lose track of time, 
who's around me, where I am and what I should be doing. I had to go to the 
shops for mum the other day. I started walking but began thinking about the 
book I was reading. I had to come back and ask mum what she wanted 
again because I walked past the shops and forgot what she wanted. (Chris 
aged 19) 

If this visualising path was not chosen or automatically entered, these readers appeared to be able 
to maintain an inner dialogue in which they constantly monitored what they were reading, 
appreciating the writing at a whole text level. 

You have to read the whole book to get into it. You have to ignore the beginning sometimes, and 
let other stuff go, maybe the book will be good overall. Mum reads Mills and Boon sometimes; She 
says she just 'veggies out'. I've read them too, there's a lot of junk in the chapters but I can see 
how you could enjoy just reading it. (Lucy, aged eleven) 

However as intimated in the previous quote, this group seemed to have the ability to hook into key 
points that appealed to them. As they read they were able to take special notice of aesthetic tips 
and key words, sensing their importance and appreciating their value. 

I guess I talk to myself kind of. I just know when I like something. It's like 
when you asked me why I'd stopped, I'd noticed that word… exuberant. It’s 
a great word. I didn't know what it meant to begin with, I just knew it had to 
mean….. it looked great and was the right one to use. 

For these children another layer of their 'paying attention to details approach' was their aesthetic 
appreciation of syntax. They were able to almost savour a writer's use of language and determine 
if it added flavour to the text. It seems they had developed an almost sixth sense as to what 
worked for them and what didn't. 

Inner Dialogue as a Structural Reader 

As seen in Table 1 and discussed briefly in the preceding paragraphs, the 'authenticating reader' 
role had a parallel form. This role was often secondary in that, as stated in the previous 
paragraphs, they naturally fell into the previous form. However, this critical reader role was never 
fully out of their consciousness. It seems that if it was not 'turned on' fully by a trigger of their social 
or literary awareness and then assumed dominance, it would still lurk in the background. Certain 
elements would often force a quick cognitive jump into this mode of metacognition, but it seems 
that for this group of respondents they were aware of its potential but chose to use it when it suited 
them. 

I know about that kind of stuff, and sometimes I tune right in. But 
most of the time ... I recognise things ..... but I keep them in the 



background because I want to just enjoy the book, or article. It's 
important, but I wouldn't enjoy the thing I was reading if I 
concentrated on this all the time. Sometimes though I give up 
reading altogether if it annoys me. (Annie aged 16) 

As these readers either moved fully into this role or engaged momentarily in it, they claimed they 
began comparing what they were reading with the knowledge they had accumulated regarding 
personal opinions, positions, and elements of bias. As they moved into this 'structuring' process 
they were essentially finding elements in the text that they agreed with or disagreed with, deciding 
whether the writer was deliberately attempting to mislead them or was simply stating elements 
they were not fully aware of. 

I like to figure out what's going on. I know from reading mum's Mills and 
Boon that what you read is sometimes, depending on what you're reading a 
con. But you never know. (Lucy aged 11) 

Linked to the previous element, is the notion of 'structuring'. It would seem that as these children 
began the 'authenticating' process they also began reflecting on where they would like the text to 
go. They often appeared to be comparing what they were reading with what they had read before 
and began making decisions on where they thought the text was taking them overall. This 
intertextuality feature was also the key lead into the next element of this feature 

I don't always like it when the writer does things with the words, or takes me 
into …. Takes where I don't want to go. I get annoyed sometimes. I don't 
like it when I can see where they've deliberately done stuff. I like to work it 
out for myself. (Jeannie aged 11) 

The final element of this structural reading process is the notion of savoring the actual nature of 
the language usage. All of the respondents reported this ability to take careful notice of the text as 
they read. This was often cited as a key component of the visual savoring. 

I look carefully at the language as I go along. Mrs Keeble used to do this a 
lot. She was my sixth class teacher. She made the text come alive by her 
voice, and the things she asked. But she used to stop and talk to us, and 
question us about the things that were going on the writer's language. I got 
into drama because of that. I wanted to make language come alive the way 
she did. (Chris aged 29) 

An important final aspect was the respondents’ belief that they were now empowered in that they 
could now transfer their reading experience into an ability to write. The children in particular 
believe that being able to discern key elements of any text can only be fully understood when they 
have to apply what they learned through their own attempts. 

I think it came from home. What we used to do. Mum and dad always read 
to us. That’s where my ideas came from, to start with anyway. I guess I still 
do use books most of the time. We’d talk about my writing as well. I learned 
to spell by reading at home and asking them. I learnt to write that way as 
well. (Elizabeth aged 11) 

Thanks for the Memories 

As we began to analyse the data that these six children and accompanying adults had provided, 
we soon realised that it was opening up the proverbial can of worms. More questions and doubts 
were being raised than elements of clarity and definition were being created. Despite the areas of 



uncertainty, we would argue that the respondent's views and understandings expressed within the 
pages of this paper should make us reconsider the nature of the teaching of reading in general 
and more importantly the term 'critical literacy'. In specific terms educators and academics need to 
realise: 

• the current use of the term critical literacy is a misnomer. Educators persist in using it to 
refer to reading practices only. Clearly the children in this study had made the connection that 
being critically literate only fully comes to life when it is used to recreate structures and forms in 
the writing process. Even current terms such as 'text analyst' (Luke and Freebody 1999) fail to 
give an accurate account of what this ability really entails. It is also clear that the reading-writing 
connection should be a major component of any critical literacy program and the term critical 
literacy should be subsumed by a term something akin to ‘text appreciation’. 

• critical literacy is linked in the initial stages to the affective domain and 
narrative experience. Fettes (2001) believes that each act of within our reality is 
underpinned by an ever-increasing understanding, which is based on the 
development of what he calls 'story' or narrative schema. In his research on child 
growth and personality development Macadams (1992) reached the conclusion 
that, 

Each person has his or her own stories, developmental histories, values and schemata, hopes 
and goals, reconstructed past, and anticipated future. Rather than traits, these are the structural 
units of personality that persons naturally consider to be 'their own'. They are naturally generated 
self-defining features of persons (1992:359). 

It would seem that this study suggests that critical literacy is also linked to a narrative experience 
both personally and cognitively, and is a natural consequence of reflective literacy development. 
Certainly it would appear that critical literacy is a wonderful slave but has the potential to be a 
terrible master. Rather than imposing it on the early school curriculum it should be developed as a 
natural subjective experience. 

• the importance of developing 'affective memories' in the preschool 
years. The understanding of the reading process developed by the children 
described in the preceding paragraphs clearly supports Cohen's (1989) and 
Barclay's (1986) belief that schema development and subsequent 'autobiographical 
memory' plays an important part of self perception and the development of positive 
self image. In this particular instance it would appear that constant exposure to 
narratives and the accompanying discussion had produced not only an overarching 
belief in their ability, but a powerful sense of what constitutes the reading process 
and interaction with text. 

• the importance of the interaction forms required to develop critical 
literacy. While literacy may float on a sea of talk (Britton 1970), critical literacy 
floats on a sea of interaction. While the precise nature of the questions and 
discussions that gave rise to these children's critical literacy knowledge can not be 
teased out, certainly it appears that the significant others involved in developing 
critical literacy need to have the skills to develop an appropriate understanding of 
the processes. Obviously in a classroom there will be many notions of what is 
considered to be valuable literacy experiences (via own family experiences). 
Teachers needs to draw out and draw on these to create a shared culture to act not 
only as a springboard for further language understanding but to also create the 
potential for developing other learners. It seems that rather than develop a 'literacy 
club' teachers need to see classroom literacy as the creation of a tribe, so that the 



children come to see as valuable the types of structures that are being ‘handed 
down’ as a ‘way to be’. 

• that critical literacy is not an operational task but an experiential 
event. Linked to the previous point, it seems clear that critical literacy is not purely 
an exercise in thinking, but an experience that is lived. The six children in this study 
clearly became part of the text that they were reading and entered what Kosslyn 
and Keonig (1992:49) have termed a 'deep representation visual imaging'. While 
Brooks (1968) and Segal (1971) claim that this ability to use visual imagery 
interferes with the task at hand, it is clear that for the children in this study it was a 
key ingredient in the critical literacy process. For them it is not an event of doing, 
but a ritual of being. The children and adults in this study made strong links 
between being accepted, indoctrinated or acculturated into the ritual of reading by a 
‘significant other’ in their lives. The emotional component of that relationship lives 
on, years after the initial interaction. Some of the common elements in this ritual are 
tied up with the use of narrative, the element of emotion and a sense of belonging. 
What are the implications of this for the classroom? Perhaps this means that as 
teachers we need to use narratives as a type of emotional springboard to give 
children access to the range of more factual genres, almost as a means by which 
we introduce children to an alternate structure via the use of a more familiar one. 

To conclude this paper, the saddest aspect of this investigation was the respondents' expectations 
of school. They had arrived at their kindergarten door with a wealth of experience and a host of 
understanding that was never tapped into. More importantly, critical literacy was never an element 
of their entire primary school experience. They had expected school to operate in the same way 
as had at home. It never happened. The demands of a narrow curriculum became an overriding 
and unnecessary burden in their school experience. It is clear from the experience of these 
children, that not only can critical literacy be developed in the years prior to school; it can be an 
integral part of the reading process at school. 

The perceptions and experiences of childhood continues to be visible out of 
the corner of the eye in daydreaming, in free association, and in sleep. 
Some become the defining foundations of later learning, built up into the 
shared understanding of society, while others are disallowed in adult 
culture, so that not only episodic memories but whole modes are buried. 
(Bateson1994:45) 
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