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Abstract

Advances in technology, as well as shifts in the socio-cultural
landscape, have democratised and created new forms of reading so that today
the term reading itself is contested. This creative-based thesis, examining how
an individual’s socio-economic and education background shapes their reading
identity and informs their reading practices, consists of two components: a
small anthology of creative writing and a dissertation based on qualitative
research.

The stories in the anthology—including traditional and experimental
short fiction and a dramatic script—represent the perspectives of an array of
characters in diverse settings for whom reading, broadly defined, matters in
different ways. In capturing the minutiae and nuance of everyday practices
often taken for granted or difficult to capture in traditional scholarly writing,
these creative pieces illustrate the tensions constituting the field of reading.

Each piece, and the themes inspiring and embedded in the creative
work, are those that emerged from the thesis’s critical component. The
dissertation is a qualitative study based on semi-structured interviews
conducted with 14 Western Australian teenagers. Using French sociologist
Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of cultural capital as a point of departure, the study
examines and reflects on the ways older teenagers in the final years of
secondary school value various forms of reading in situated contexts. The study
finds that reading practices are shaped largely in response to a participant’s
home and school culture and the value of each practice is context-dependent;

yet participants determined the legitimacy of these practices according to



institutionally sanctioned notions about reading. Using rich descriptions and
imaginative insights to explore how individual dispositions influence and
challenge various practices, the thesis makes a combined critical and creative
contribution to the existing body of work on reading as a socio-cultural

practice.
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Preface

“Backyard Ducks, Carparks and Other Stories About Reading”, is a collection
of short fiction which explores the cultural capital of reading and the ways in which
each generation challenges but also conforms to the previous generation’s attitudes
towards reading. Although the anthology reads as a stand-alone piece, it is one half of
a unified thesis that folds in both the imaginative and creative, with critical and
empirically grounded scholarship. Each component of this thesis was written in
dialogue with the other, and as readers move between the creative and critical
components—and thus as they move between different genres and modes of reading—
they are themselves offered the opportunity to reflect on their own reading practices
and positions, and to consider how they respond to and value particular texts. When
woven together the stories and the dissertation offer interpretations on how these
pluralist narratives about reading are situated in a much longer history of literacy. In
this way, the readers of this thesis, including parents, teachers, and perhaps teenagers
themselves, who are interested in the reading practices of contemporary youth, are

encouraged to reflect upon the multifaceted forces that shape the field of reading.
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Part One

Creative Component

Backyard Ducks, Car-Parks, and Other Stories About Reading






This isn't simply about reading or functional literacy. It never
has been. Brave New World, 1984, Fahrenheit 451, Oryx and
Crake, should be required reading for secondary English. They
remind us that civil society, human relationships and freedom
are dependent on free flows of knowledge.

— Allan Luke, Theory into Practice






How to Read Shakespeare in the Post-Atomic Age Whilst

Duck-Sitting in Outer Suburbia

The three ducklings are dabbling in the large plastic turquoise clamshell we
purchased for Ethan a few weeks before he was born. The ducklings are the first
creatures to use the clamshell for the purpose it was intended. My husband Marco, an
Italian-Australian, and I, a Chinese-Australian, live a few doors down from my elderly
parents who have exiled themselves to one of the suburbs where key scenes in Bogan
Hunters were filmed. I am defensive when my city friends visit and point out that I
need to find a way to make more money so that I can move to a better school zone.
Like all parents, I want my child to have opportunities that I didn’t have so I sometimes
lose sleep over my inability to channel my inner Tiger Mother, even though I wake up
very early every Saturday morning to drive Ethan to a Chinese school in the city. I will
also admit that I was initially nervous about moving to this suburb because it is not
known for its cultural diversity. In my first month here, the “Fuck off, We’re Full”
bumper stickers triggered mild panic attacks, even though I wasn’t sure which ethnic
minority the driver was addressing. I also chased and confronted a couple of local teens
who made a casually racist comment as they walked past me when I was weeding in
the front garden.

We think that the ducklings are Muscovies, which means their bills are pale pink
and not yellow like the ones near Toad Hall. They look very different from our dearly
departed Duckie who was a wild duck hybrid that hatched in our electric frying pan
one summer and died in spring. We joked about roasting it, but no one was game
enough to eat a duck that had died from natural causes. My mother would not let
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anyone, least of all her friend and former restaurant owner, Mr. Chan, joke about
consuming Duckie because of her animistic beliefs. She truly believes that Duckie was
a self-sacrificing duck who had taken the place of a relative who was suffering from a
blood cancer. All jokes about serving up Duckie and accounts of Mr. Chan inflating
the corpse of dead ducks by giving them what looked like mouth-to-mouth
resuscitation are still met with a stern frown.

I wait on the patio for my octogenarian father to drop Ethan off after school and
wonder what Marco will do if two or three of the ducklings turn out to be drakes.
Ideally, we will have three females and no males, or one male and two females. Any
other combination could end badly. Our backyard is very green despite being built on
sand dunes because Marco has spent many hours enriching the sand with sheep manure
and compost. | contemplate taking a crash course in botany as I harbour hopes of one
day writing the Great West Australian Novel. The only plants I recognise are the ones
you can find in the supermarket.

Ethan runs in from the garage and hugs me. The first thing Gong Gong says is,
“Don’t let him play with the ducks. They carry avian flu.”

Although I know that one day I may live to regret not spending more time with him,
I find it rather challenging to accommodate my father’s helicopter grand-parenting of
Ethan. I take into account that he perhaps suffers from post-traumatic stress disorder
because of the Second World War, even though he denies it left any scars. “My
generation is tougher than yours,” he always says. Perhaps telling and retelling stories
from his childhood means that he has never had nightmares. By the time [ was Ethan’s
age, | had heard so many of these stories that I felt as if [ had also lived out the war in
the jungles of Malaya and witnessed the bayonetting of Japanese collaborators and

heard the cries of a young boy crying out for water from his deathbed. Ethan also
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knows that Gong Gong’s younger brother died from dehydration the year the war
ended and understands that this is why Gong Gong is always monitoring Ethan’s water
consumption. I try to hold my tongue, but it’s always challenging when you are middle-
aged, and your father lectures you about your overly “Chinese” parenting-style (“Why
do you send him to weekend Chinese school with all the rote-learning sheep?”), but at
the same time points out your failure to follow the teachings of Confucius (“You can’t
let him play all the time! ‘Education breeds confidence. Confidence breeds hope. Hope

299

breeds peace.’”). All I want to do is get Ethan out of his school clothes and into the
shower before dinnertime.

“You won’t believe what Mr. Collins taught us today,” Ethan says.

“I can help him with his Chinese homework, but don’t make him write out every
word. It takes too long, do it with him. Ethan, where is your work? I want to show
you,” Gong Gong says, and begins rummaging through Ethan’s school bag.

“Shakespeare,” Ethan says.

“Where did you put his Chinese homework? You know that I should be teaching
him. It’s too much for a seven-year-old. We are not in Hong Kong. Where is the teacher
from? Taiwan? Mainland China?”

“I’m the only Year Two kid there!” Ethan continues, as Gong Gong continues his
search for the Chinese book. “The others are in Years Four or Five...and I am allowed
to go to the Bell Shakespeare company play with them. Why did you waste so much
money on sending me to the other school?”

“Friends are important,” Gong Gong calls out from the house. “I need to show you

the strokes, so you can show him where the order and where you apply pressure. There

is an art to writing Chinese.”



I’ve seen this week’s Chinese homework and know that it involves sixteen strokes.
There are eighty-eight square boxes in Ethan’s exercise book which means that there
are 1,408 character strokes to complete in the five hours we have before bedtime.

I send Ethan to Chinese school because 1 feel guilty for not speaking to him in
Chinese. In the late twentieth century, many of us who knew how to speak it pretended
we could not and eventually forgot our mother tongue. When Ethan was first born, |
thought that being half-Chinese in the Chinese century would suffice, but now I feel
intense pressure to raise a bilingual child as we live on the edge of Asia.

“Mr. Collins is the best teacher ever!” Ethan says, jumping up and down. “We learnt
the prologue in Romeo and Juliet.”

Gong Gong rejoins us in the patio as he has given up looking for the missing book.

“Romeo and Juliet?” Gong Gong says.

“Do you know what’s going on? Are you reading a children’s version or are you
reading in Shakespearean English?” I ask.

“Of course,” Ethan says proudly. “It’s not the kid's version, and we watched a
DVD.”

“Hang on! Isn’t that about gangs?” I ask. “The one with lots of guns? They show
you that at school?”

“What are you talking about, Mum?” Ethan says indignantly. “It’s a play, not a
movie!”

“You mean people on a stage in old-fashioned costumes?” I ask.

“Yes, mum.”

“Do you know what it’s about?” I ask.

“Of course I do,” Ethan says. “It’s about crazy teenagers.”

“You know ... um ... thatit’s ... um ... about romantic love?”
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“In fair Verona ...two households, both alike in dignity,” Gong Gong begins.

“No, no,” Ethan corrects him. “7wo households, both alike in dignity, in fair
Verona, where we lay our scene.”

“Do you know where Verona is?” I ask.

“Yes. Mr. Collin taught us all of that. In Italy and the Capulets and the Montagues
are nobles which means they are posh, but they are also ruffians,” Ethan explains.

“Do you know what ruffian means?” I ask, wondering why his teacher chose this
play.

“They are like old-fashioned bogans,” Ethan interprets.

He pulls out a printout of the first twenty-eight pages of the play that his teacher has
downloaded from Project Gutenberg. Gong Gong, who is as intrigued as I am, sits
down next to Ethan and I can sense his pride in having a seven-year-old grandson who
reads Shakespeare. When he was Ethan’s age, knowing how to read English let alone
having access to a Shakespeare play was unheard of in the jungle hideaway. After the
initial reign of terror, the Japanese began their imperial rule and allowed those who
emerged from the jungle to attend their schools. It was in one of these schools that
Gong Gong half-heartedly learnt how to sing Japanese nursery rhymes.

“This is the fun part,” Ethan says and reads off his sheet, “Do you bite your thumb
at us, sir? I do bite my thumb, sir? Do you bite your thumb at us, sir? Aside to Gregory.
Is the law of our side if I say ay... Your turn...”

I take some credit for introducing Ethan to Shakespeare. A few months ago, he saw
my old copy of Macbeth lying around the house during one of my de-cluttering frenzies
and asked why the ghoulish woman on the cover had a green face. It was the copy I
took from a school in London when I had to teach a class of Year nine, many of whom

were refugee kids from a limited schooling background, how to pass their Key Stage



3 English exam on the three apparitions. I questioned why these students had to learn
Shakespeare before they could read a newspaper article, but a colleague defended the
curriculum by saying that to succeed in their world one must know Shakespeare. I
remember that each time I stood before the class, I thought to myself: Prince Harry is
at Eton and has an Oxbridge professor preparing him for the same exam. Shakespeare
wrote this play for Prince Harry’s ancestor. That was back in the days when students
only had to learn a couple of scenes and not the entire play.

I suggest to Ethan that we should all read a different part because Shakespeare is a
play and not a novel, so he assigns me the role of Abraham and Gong Gong the part of
Gregory. [ worry about the age appropriateness of the exchange between Sampson and
Gregory as they speak about gang rape but Ethan skips over that part and focuses
instead on the section that he has already read to himself. As we rehearse, I find myself
loving the rhythm and drama of the rapid exchange between Sampson and Abraham.
As I get into my role of a young ruffian, I begin to see why Ethan loves Shakespeare
so much.

I tell Ethan that when I was his age, I performed the Double, double, toil and trouble
chant, not realising it was written by Shakespeare until I was in high school. Gong
Gong recalls how, after the war, he won a scholarship to the British-run school and
learnt Shakespeare before he knew how to speak English. “I sometimes spoke in
Shakespearean English to my teachers,” he said. “It was rote learning and it was how
I eventually I understood the story.”

I reminisce about the last time I was in a school production: it was in my first year

of high school when I played a fairy from A Midsummer’s Night Dream.



“I wanted to be in my school’s Macbeth,” Gong Gong says, “but I had to go home
after school to shop and cook for the family. After my father died, I was the only one
who knew how to slaughter chickens.”

We continue reading Shakespeare on the patio and the curious ducklings emerge
from under their makeshift compost-box house. Ducks are social creatures that can die
from loneliness.

No one mentions Chinese homework for the rest of the afternoon.



Eudaimonia

Charlotte rode the subway in New York, the metro in Paris and the tube in London,
but she couldn’t remember the last time she took the train in Perth. She would have
Ubered it all the way to Northville this particular morning, were it not for the accident
on the freeway because even though her Audi was a three-year-old model and not in
an ostentatious colour, it was still noticeably shinier than the Holdens and Hyundais
people in Northville drove. She would have cancelled this morning’s meeting had it
not been for her 18-year-old niece Hayley’s insistence that she meet Jessikah, an old
high school friend she called “the social media guru.” Hayley explained to her aunt
that Jessikah had close to 6500 followers on Instagram, and although this was only
0.00005 percent of the number of followers Ariana Grande had, it was an impressive
feat for a local girl. Of all her classmates from school, Jessikah was the one most likely
to return to their ten-year reunion as a multi-millionaire. Hayley herself only had 335
followers. Charlotte only had 243 followers on Instagram and fewer on Twitter and
consoled herself with the fact that even a former supermodel like Linda Evangelista
struggled to compete with the next generation with only had half a million followers.
Charlotte needed someone au fait with social media to help her build a lifestyle brand.

Hayley had wanted to be her social media manager, but Hayley’s mother Tahnee
interfered and made up some excuse about Hayley needing to focus on her TAFE
studies even though Tahnee had never cared about the girl’s education. In fact, she had
turned down Charlotte’s offer to sponsor Hayley’s education at St. Catherine’s,
Charlotte’s alma mater, saying that it wouldn’t be fair on her other children if only

Hayley went to an elite school. Typical of most Northville single mothers, Tahnee was
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undereducated, living off welfare and child support from the three fathers of her four
children of which Charlotte’s brother Reece was one. He met Tahnee on a surfing trip
to Bali in his early twenties and no doubt Tahnee’s Marilyn Monroesque proportions
played a role in his seduction. This was the only explanation for why Reece would
have found someone like Tahnee attractive.

Keeping an eye on Hayley fulfilled Charlotte’s maternal needs. She had never
wanted her own children when she was younger and her ex-husband Angus, a partner
at her father’s law firm and seventeen years her senior, already had three children with
his second wife. Charlotte had enjoyed playing the role of a part-time mother for the
sixteen years there were together. After their marriage ended, she dated a fireman and
although there was talk of babies, it never really happened for them.

There were so many mothers and their toddlers on the train even though Charlotte
had been strategic in catching the first non-peak hour train to avoid them. There was
nothing worse than sitting next to a screaming child on a train, except perhaps sitting
next to one on a plane. Her fear was why Charlotte only flew economy when she took
Hayley to visit Reece in Bali, where he now ran a surfing business with his wife, a
Javanese woman he married when Hayley was five. Charlotte encouraged Hayley to
take a gap year and intern at Reece’s company, but Tahnee predictably talked Hayley
out of it. She said that she didn’t want Hayley to think of life as one long holiday.

When the train stopped at Redhill station, a morbidly obese man stepped into the
carriage. He was tall and carried his weight well despite the enormity of his belly,
which seemed to extend from the bottom of his pectoral muscles, that is if he had any.
Charlotte recognised something regal in his movements and which reminded her of a
bull elephant she once saw in Namibia. The man’s intelligent and smiling eyes told

Charlotte that he had perhaps once been attractive. As she smiled back, she noticed
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that the flab emerging from his right sleeve was covered in raised red bumps, some of
which were still raw from scratching. Charlotte gagged but masked it as a gentle cough
and as she looked away, caught a glimpse of large billboard for the emergency
department of the hospital where she had had her rhytidectomy. As the train pulled
away from the station, she went back to compiling list of potential blog posts on her
iPhone.

- Feminist perspectives on botox parties for working-class women

- Chinese vitamin market

- Follow up on Claire’s orphanages/ schools in SE Asian countries

- Trees and charities

- The social and economic benefits of gastric banding.

Charlotte wanted to develop her brand Human Flourishing into something that was
of benefit to humankind, and, more specifically, to the everywoman. Some of her
friends had online businesses selling luxury goods to the elite, but Charlotte had little
interest in that market and she didn’t want to source cheap goods from third-world
factories. Instead, she wanted to inspire women in places like Northville, where few
could ever hope to live Gwyneth Paltrow’s GOOP lifestyle. Charlotte’s lifestyle was
attainable. The only problem was that Charlotte didn’t know how to reach out to her
target audience. She had surveyed followers of her blog and the feedback was that
Charlotte’s writing was inaccessible, too flowery. One follower wrote that few people
had time to read the thesis-length treatises on the history of cosmetic surgery and even
less time to look up the “big” words that Charlotte too often used.

The café where she had arranged to meet Jessikah was inside Northville shopping
centre, just across the road from the train station. Charlotte suggested the Coffee Tree

because she was familiar with the franchise and enjoyed their organic and locally
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roasted bean. As she walked through the food hall, which was indistinguishable from
any other in suburban malls, she noticed a purple pig drawn in anime style smiling at
her from behind the Roast with the Most counter and Charlotte wondered why such
adorable looking piglet was used to sell pork. Sitting close to the roast shop was a thin
woman, with unnaturally black hair and sallow skin, sharing an enormous serving of
bacon and eggs with her school-age child. Well at least they’re not eating chips and
gravy for breakfast, Charlotte thought, as she lined up at the Coffee Tree counter.

She checked her phone. There were still two minutes before the meeting and
besides, some of the young people Hayley had recommended for this position hadn’t
bothered showing up on time, if at all. Focussing her attention on the bare legs of the
woman standing in front of her, Charlotte wondered why anyone would endure the
pain of getting the back of their legs tattooed with such ugly pink and blue ribbons.
What if they changed their mind sometime in the future, or wanted to wear colours that
clashed with that of the tattoos?

The woman turned around as if she had felt Charlotte’s eyes boring into her.

“Charlotte? Oh my god, you look so much like Hayley. I’m just grabbing a coffee
as I didn’t have time to make one before dropping my daughter off at childcare this
morning.”

Jessikah was a large-chested redhead in a blue ‘50s style dress with red polka dots.
With her horrendous tattoos out of view, she looked normal.

“I can’t think before my double shot,” Jessikah said.

They found a quiet corner of the food hall and sat down with their coffees.

“Let’s just get straight into it?”” Charlotte said. She wondered why Hayley hadn’t
told her Jessikah was a mother and wondered how many more of her friends were teen

mums. Charlotte had been worried about Hayley attending a school that supported teen
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mothers to such a degree that part of the staff room had been converted into a day care
facility.

Jessikah took out her iPad and said, “Hayley told me a little bit about what you are
looking for. I think I can help.”

“How?” Charlotte asked.

“So...as Hayley may have told you, I’'m great at SWOT analysis and getting the
marketing mix right. I haven’t had a look at your business plan so I can’t identify
incipient barriers at this stage,” Jessikah said.

“What were your first impressions...” Charlotte said hesitantly, “I mean your first
impressions of the blog?”

Jessikah continued, “From what Hayley told me, you want to be an influencer right,
but you don’t have enough followers and that’s because you’re not using the right
platforms to optimise your outcomes.”

“Be a what?”

“An influencer”

“I’ve never heard of that before,” Charlotte said, “but yes, you’re right.”

“Your revenue will come from selling ad space and endorsing other people’s
businesses,” Jessikah explained.

“You mean like cash for comments?”

“Exactly, and these businesses will only come to you when you know who you are,”
Jessika continued. “You need three hashtagable words. No one reads in proper
sentences anymore “hashtag brave new world.”

“People my age still prefer reading longer articles and in proper sentences,”
Charlotte said, and thought that if Jessikah had read The Tempest or Aldous Huxley

she would have known it was a four and not a three-word hashtag.
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...which 1s what I was just about to get to,” Jessikah said. “So...you still need your
blog for people like mum. She has no idea how to hashtag or even what it was until
recently!”

“I don’t really understand what it is that you’re saying,” Charlotte said, “I’m not
your age, | didn’t grow up with the internet looking like...”

“There!” Jessikah interrupted, “That’s it! That is your brand!”

Charlotte was not only confused, but very conscious of Jessikah’s booming voice,
yet no one else around them seemed bothered by it.

“Out there,” Jessikah said, “is a sea of beautiful young bodies, all wanting to
influence everyone else, but what happens when mother time catches up with them?”

Time had caught up to Charlotte who had pushed it back through transcendental
meditation, an organic diet, microdermabrasion and the occasional derma fillers.

“People like mum, have had enough of Instagrammers and the noise out there,”
Jessikah said as she motioned to a group of teenagers who were ordering sugary soft
drinks from the fried chicken shop. “There’s a gap in the market for the thinking
woman whose body is falling apart...”

“I’m not sure what you ...”

“I mean people like my mum, not you,” Jessikah added quickly.

“And that’s why I need some help,” Charlotte said.

Jessikah grabbed a copy of the local paper that was sitting on a nearby table. The
cover story was about a young man who was in a critical condition after a one-punch
attack.

“How do you feel about the Rohingya refugees?” Jessikah asked.

“I don’t see how that has anything to my brand ...”
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“It’s just that your brand has the word ‘human’ in it, and it makes me think of human
rights.” Jessikah said, “If I think that, others might too.”

“I don’t think too much about them,” Charlotte said and wondered whether Jessikah
was talking about the ones from Burma, or whatever it was called these days.

“Mum does,” Jessikah said, “all the time. What about human rights abuse in off-
shore detention centres?”

“I’ve not really heard much about it in the news, so it can’t be as bad as some people
make it out to be,” Charlotte said.

“I read online news for real news,” Jessikah said. Pointing to the nearby
newspaper, she added, “this is irrelevant.”

Charlotte wondered if Jessikah was one of these young idealists who joined radical
groups like the Socialist Alliance. Charlotte had had a boyfriend at university, the son
of someone who co-owned businesses with a mining magnate, who during his
Bolshevik phase, joined the communists and went all Tolstoy on Charlotte.

“Your post on orphanages is very popular,” Jessikah said, “but what is it really
about? Social justice or philanthropy?”

“Isn’t the same thing?”

“Not really,” Jessikah said. “What did your friend have to do to get into some of the
dodgier countries to build her orphanages?”

“I do want to be socially responsible, but this isn’t a political site,” Charlotte said,
“I want to focus on the personal, and the environment. Clean air, that kind of thing.”

“Fair enough,” Jessikah said and seemed surprisingly nonplussed considering how
intense she had been moments earlier. “So the plan for you Charlotte should be to work

with companies that also promote environmental and social responsibility policy.”
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“That’s a great idea,” Charlotte said, relieved that Jessikah was willing to let go of
her human rights agenda.

“Like one of the banks,” Jessikah said.

Charlotte was unsure of whether this was said with a hint of sarcasm.

“We could look up which ones have green funds a little later,” Jessikah said.
“Moving on, your website looks too nineties. It’s reminiscent of a Geocities weblog
with too many colours and hyperlinks. You need more of a contemporary info-hub to
attract the attention of your target market.”

“Okay,” Charlotte said, relieved that Jessikah was moving on from her left-wing
agenda.

“Hmm, and the site doesn’t reflect who you are because of the graphics ... and please
take this as a compliment, how do I put this? It doesn’t reflect what I think you’re
trying to do. You’re not Gwyneth, you’re not Amal Clooney, you’re more like Taylor
Swift’s mother.”

Charlotte couldn’t see how any of what Jessikah said was complimentary.

“Have you set up a Facebook account under a new handle?” Jessikah asked. “Don’t
use your personal account, and the same goes for Instagram and other social media. |
wouldn’t bother with Snapchat because you’re targeting Gen-X and beyond, not the
Miranda Kerr types.”

“Okay.”

“What about an email tracker?”

“Huh?”

“You want to track when your readers are opening and reading your newsletters and
blasts.”

“I didn’t know there was such a thing. Isn’t that an invasion of privacy?”
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“There is no privacy. You really should watch the Snowden doco,” Jessikah
suggested. “And you need to know your followers are getting that one on one
connection. Regardless of whether you’re a mini, micro or macro influencer, your
followers need to know what you can do for them. Once you have that, they’ll follow
you anywhere, onto webinars, instachat, and go to some of your in-person seminars.”

“Should I be taking notes?”” Charlotte joked.

“No. I can do that,” Jessikah said very seriously, “Also, one more thing. There are
too many pro-vaccination stories on your blog. The people who care about trees and
orphans are not necessarily the ones who vaccinate their children. You need to consider
your pay-offs for every strategy you use and weigh it up. It’s game theory. Mixed
strategy Nash equilibrium.”

“You’re very confident for someone your age. Where did you learn all of this?”
Charlotte asked, genuinely curious.

“You are the amazing one here honey,” Jessikah said, “You have some really
innovative ideas. It’s just that there hasn’t been a lot of success in using an image
dominant strategy for the over 40s. People forget that a// women have something to
offer.”

Jessikah looked at her fitbit, “I am so sorry this was such a brief meeting, but I
need to go home and change before my next meeting.”

“Are you sure you don’t want another coffee,” Charlotte, “I can get you ...”

“I really can’t. I’'m sorry sweetie,” Jessikah said as she gulped down what remained
of her coffee.

“I caught the train in today. Perhaps we can walk and talk?” Charlotte quickly

finished her coffee.
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“I'm in the car-park on the other side,” Jessikah said, "but we’ll speak soon okay?
How does same time next week sound?”

Charlotte nodded.

“I’1l send you a text confirmation closer to the date,” Jessikah said before she rushed

off.

On her way back to the station, Charlotte reflected upon how although Jessikah had
much to learn about communicating with clients, she was sure that once Jessikah had
more exposure to different types of people, she would no doubt excel under Charlotte’s
mentorship and add value to the business. She was lost in thought when a blue Audi
TT with a personalised number plate “CHAMPS94” parked outside a Mexican
restaurant caught her eye because she had the same model, but in silver. Perhaps next
week she would drive up here to meet Hayley for lunch. Charlotte was inspired, and
in this moment, she was indeed a flourishing human.

By the time the train passed Redhill station, Charlotte was glad that she hadn’t
offered Jessikah the position. Yes, Jessikah knew about social media, but so did most
teenagers. After all, cyberspace was their natural habitat. The job Charlotte was
offering required more than the identification of Charlotte’s skills deficit. Hayley had
said that Jessikah was one of the top students at their school, but Northville was known
for having lower standards and didn’t even offer the top subjects. Hayley struggled
with literacy, had little general knowledge and regularly attained B grades and the
occasional A. The best Charlotte could do for Jessikah was offer her a casual PA job;
coffee runs, that sort of thing. Charlotte’s phone buzzed.

It was a message from Jessikah:
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Sooo AWESOME 2 have met u. I sent the invoice to ur
email. Paypal is fine. Lemme know if u want another
consult. C u next week. Happy to meet in the city next time
Jess xoxo.

Charlotte opened her email.

J. Mitchell, Social Media Manager and Content Curator, had seconds ago sent an
invoice for $180.00 for an initial consultation.

She had included a 10% discount because the meeting took place in Northville.
Typical millennial, Charlotte silently sneered. They came out of their mother’s wombs
already wired into the information superhighway and although Charlotte admired
Jessikah’s confidence, she shuddered at the thought of having to pay Jessikah for, well
anything really. Who didn’t know how to write a Facebook post?

She quickly deleted Jessikah’s contact details from her phone and when the train
stopped in the city, Charlotte decided that she would Uberselect the rest of her journey

home.
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Conversations in the Car-Park: A One-act Play

Cast of Characters
AMINA CHAUDRY, a former London barrister her early 40s
SARAH JONES, a professional blogger in her 30s
SANDY REEVES, a dental technician in her late 40s
MELODY CHOI a linguist and former flight attendant in her 30s
KATIE PATTERSON, a GP in her late 40s

JENNIE, a nanny in her late teens or early 20s
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The action takes place downstage in front of the ornate wrought-iron gates of Hampton
College. The school is a white heritage style building, with a centre archway upstage.
Green manicured lawns and rose gardens, complete the centre and upstage set.
Downstage left is a luxury brand car and downstage right is a more modest looking
rusty car.

Darkness.

Indistinguishable whispers increase in volume as the stage lights up to reveal the
morning scene Parents and children enter the school building. They walk casually to
the cacophony of voices until refrains from Prokofiev’s “Dance of the Knights” fade
in. As the volume of music increases parents, walk in an affected style down the
driveway as if it were a catwalk. SARAH and MELODY walk in this manner to
downstage left. KATIE and AMINA also walk to the music to downstage left but their
walk is statelier. SANDY and JENNIE scurry down the driveway to their positions

downstage right.

The following words are projected on the school building: SNOB, NOUVEAU
RICHE, FERAL, SHINY PEOPLE, POSH, FAT BOGAN, BOTOX FACE, POSH,
CASHED UP BOGAN, TIGER MOTHER, POVO-TARD, DEPLORABLE, WISTERIA,
PARVENU, WHITE COLLAR, BOURGEOISE HIPPY.

The school bell rings, the music ends, the school gates close leaving SARAH
MELODY KATIE and AMINA and the downstage left, and SANDY and downstage
right.

AMINA and SARAH are engaged in a business transaction, and as SARAH counts
the money AMINA’s attention is drawn to SANDY.

AMINA: Hello. I thought it was you. You were so good with Henri’s teeth.

SANDY: Pardon?

AMINA: From the dental clinic. Smile for more than a while? I came in with my
youngest to get his teeth recapped...

SANDY: Oh...yes...
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AMINA:

SANDY:

AMINA:

SANDY:

AMINA:

SANDY:
JENNIE:

AMINA:
SANDY:

AMINA:
SANDY:
AMINA:

SANDY:
AMINA:
SANDY:

AMINA:

SANDY:

AMINA:
SANDY:

He has had a fear of dentists and it took getting hit by a cricket ball to
get him into the chair.... he said you were so gentle with him...

Oh, Doctor Macquillan is very good with kids.

Well, your team worked magic with him. He even said that he’d return
for a scale and clean. The nurses back at the old clinic were a little too
aggressive with him...

(laughs nervously) Oh...I’m not a nurse. I’m just a technician. Did a
course at Tafe

You will have to let Duncan know how pleased Henry is with the
capping...

I will. T will.

(to SANDY) I'll leave you to it. | have a few errands to run this
morning.... (hurries off stage)

Was it something I ....

No, no, no...Jennie is a nanny to one of the boys here. No, not a nanny
more a private assistant to one of the mothers. She’s got a busy day
ahead.

(suddenly very interested in what SANDY has to say) Oh....

She works for ...

Ahh ... I know who she works for. My husband knows her employer’s
husband or ex-husband from golf...I think that’s her. We’ve only just
moved here ... from the UK.

Oh ok. (long pause) Are you new too?

I’'m Amina

I’m Sandy. Jax’s mother. We won a scholarship. Sat the test last year
and started this year.

That’s wonderful they offer scholarships at these schools.

I know, I know, it’s a wonderful school. We wouldn’t be able to afford
to come here otherwise. I’m the only one working now....my husband
lost his job.

Really? What did he do?

Oh, he was just up in the Pilbara during the boom. He...
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AMINA:

SANDY:

AMINA:

SANDY:

AMINA:

SANDY:

AMINA:

SANDY:

AMINA:

SANDY:

AMINA:

SANDY:
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It truly is that wonderful a school....and Australia is a wonderful
country, isn’t it? Back home only unemployed aristocrats could afford
private schooling. We just Googled for school, and this was the second-
best school in this area. We’re on the waitlist for Wellington Grammar.
Everyone (looks over to the group downstage left) say that we should
go there if we are offered a place there.
Wellington Grammar is an all girl’s school.

Really? I heard that they now take boys in the middle school?
This isn’t such a bad school.
The reviews on the internet said that students do get a choice of
subjects in ...what do you call them here...not A-levels.
I think it’s called ATAR?
Yes, that's it. My children are academic and we want them to be
somewhere safe where they have good peer influence. Their peers play
a more important role than we do.
I agree. It’s why we went for the scholarship. We live in a bad school
zone. I only work up here...but if we lived here, I would send him to
the local school.
(astonished) Really? That’s not what the others (Looks to the group on
the other side of the driveway) have been saying. They said that the
units around here...
(less assured): Ummm I don’t know. It’s not a rough school, maybe
its...
Middling? Maybe from what the others have said. I’m not so worried
about the boys’ education if we stay here. But there’s talk at my
husband’s company of relocating to Asia. The tax rate is more
competitive. It’ll probably be Singapore where they are working two
years above what they do here. Or at least in maths and science, or so
I’m told. I’'m not so worried about Omar, more Henri.
You’re Omar’s mother. Jax has spoken about Omar and how he helps

him in maths because he knows more than the teacher!



AMINA: The curriculum here is almost a year behind what he was doing back
home.

SANDY: Um...I really should get to work.

AMINA: You know, you should come over and meet some of the other mothers.
A couple of them have children in Omar and Jax’s year. Oh, they
won’t bite [ promise. (laughs) Well, Sarah might, but she’s a lot of fun.

SANDY: I can’t be late for work...

AMINA: Isn’t it just around the corner? Believe me, these are some of the nicest
mothers I’ve met. Back home, no one would talk to me even though
they knew both my husband and I went to Russell group universities.
He went to Oxford, not Bolton. He’s an engineer. People are so much
more laid back here and there’s no such thing as class, and it doesn’t
bother them that the top university here barely scrapes into the top 100
lists.

SANDY: I don’treally follow that kind of thing. (looks nervously across the
driveway).

AMINA: Here I am rambling on again about education but I’m sure you share
the same views. Oh, come and say a quick hello, at least. (takes
SANDY by the wrist and leads her across).

SANDY: Maybe just for a minute...I think I know Doctor Patterson...She’s the
GP at...

AMINA: Oh, Katie. She’s wonderful. So down to earth.

AMINA and SANDY join the semi-circle of mothers right of stage. SANDY stands
slightly apart.

MELODY: Call me cynical.

SARAH: No, no, I absolutely agree with you darling. I know exactly what you
mean. It’s like every parent here thinks their child is gifted. I doubt that
they are.

KATIE: You’ve never actually been on the board Sarah, how you would know

how these decisions are made?
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MELODY:

AMINA:

MELODY:

AMINA:
MELODY:

KATIE:
MELODY:

They give scholarships to people who have multiple siblings, not to
kids like Lizzie. They know I’'m too old to have another child. I still
can’t believe they only offered scholarships to new students. I don’t
expect much from this school, but at least acknowledge the students
that make your school look good.

What do you mean? I thought all the teachers here were experienced
and qualified?

Who knows where they got their qualification from? I met with
Lizzie’s English teacher last year after he gave Lizzie a D for her King
Lear essay. She’s a straight-A student and knows her Shakespeare. It’s
the teacher who doesn't know how to teach. I mean it’s not that hard
teaching Shakespeare these days with so many movie adaptations.

I don’t think they’ve made a recent one for King Lear.

Who cares? There’s always Wikipedia. It’s referenced these days.
Teachers should know their King Lear. I was so angry because if she
doesn’t do well here, we’ll have to leave. I don’t have the energy to
move.

Lizzie will be fine.

I’m sure you’re right, but I don’t know whether I’1l be.

Everyone laughs, except for SANDY, who is unsure whether this is a joke. She joins

in after the others have moved on.

SARAH:

KATIE:

AMINA:
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I don’t know a word of Shakespeare and it hasn’t stopped me from
running an international company. (She sneers at SANDY.)

You probably do know a bit of Shakespeare, you just don't know that
you do.

Back home everyone has to read Shakespeare. There’s this hilarious
episode of Blackadder where he travels back in time and punches
Shakespeare on behalf of all the school children for the next four

hundred years who will be made to read his plays!



KATIE: I remember that episode. Is that the one where he’s told he’s down
for Kenneth Branagh’s four-hour-long version of Hamlet? Or was it
Henry five? My sister-in-law makes a living on the side creating on-
line teaching resources for Shakespearean plays. So many teachers
don’t know how to teach it and she says that you can’t pass your
GCSE without knowing the entire play these days.

SARAH: [ tried watching the Ethan Hawke version. I thought he was hot when
I was a teenager, but it was so boring.

SANDY: Jax had a Shakespeare club at his primary school.

MELODY: And where was that?

SANDY: Out in Greenlakes...

MELODY: [I’ve heard that there’s a very good Catholic school out there. Saint...

SANDY: We were just at the local school.

KATIE (after a long pause) 1 went to my local school until we moved to the
city. I would have sent the kids to the local, but my work is just down
the road from here.

SARAH: The school across the road is fine. It’s what happens afterwards at
high school that’s a worry. State schools take in all that riff-raff.

KATIE: (aware of SANDY ’s discomfort): Oh, it’s not that bad. State schools
are hardly ghettos...look at Greenlakes, they teach Shakespeare
there.

SANDY: (nervously) They also teach Shakespeare at the prison across the road
from Greenlakes primary. They get the same theatre company as the
school does.

AMINA and MELODY laugh and SANDY is visibly more relaxed.

AMINA: Oh, this is what I love about Australia. We come from all walks of
life...not all of us need to read Shakespeare but our children have the
same opportunities.

MELODY: Lizzie was reading Shakespeare when she was seven. She had a
college freshman reading age when she was a pre-teen according to
an app | downloaded.

SARAH: That’s like Caleb. He was reading his father’s case files when he was

five and knew the word “ambiguity.” It was so cute.
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KATIE: Well, it’s what I love about this school. They don’t expect every
child to go to university, which they shouldn’t. Not all kids are
academic. It’s not elitism.

SARAH: I don’tthink they could if they tried. Have you seen the types of
people they are allowing into the school these days? It’s because
people overcapitalised on property during the boom!

MELODY: I don’t know why we are forcing the children to understand
Shakespeare. Half of Henry the fifth isn’t even in English...Lizzie
already speaks Japanese and German, and she can pick up real
French when she is older if she really wanted to. Her brain is already
wired for languages.

SARAH: Caleb and Christian have not picked up a single word of French at
this school, but who cares. It’s a dying language that’s regulated by
crusty old French men.

The others are puzzled by SANDY’s awkward chuckle.

SARAH: (to MELODY) You are so lucky you’re Asian and can teach Lizzie
Chinese.

MELODY: Well, it’s more, my husband. You know I grew up here and besides,
I’m Vietnamese which sounds nothing like the Chinese they teach in
schools.

SARAH: I forget that it’s hubby who is Chinese. He’s so Australian.

MELODY: He’s Korean.

SARAH: I forget that he is...he just sounds and is ...so Australian.

Once again SANDY takes cues from the others before laughing at what may or may

not be a joke.

AMINA: Ladies, ladies. I love this. We must do this more often. Perhaps over
brunch. This would never happen back home. Everyone is from
somewhere else in the world, and we don’t care where that is. Our
children have the privilege to dream big even if we’re not the

Queen’s fifth cousin thrice removed.
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SANDY:
SARAH:
KATIE:
SANDY:
KATIE:

MELODY:
AMINA:

KATIE:
SARAH:

KATIE:

SARAH:

MELODY:
SARAH:

Yes. This really is a wonderful school.

We pay for this privilege.

There’s no one size fits all.

No, no. Of course not.

There’s that collegiality between the kids and teachers, whereas at
some of the local schools the kids are ...

Feral?

Our local school looks okay. They have some very lovely modern
buildings that you wouldn’t get at the state schools back home, it’s
just that we want Omar and Henri to have the best chance at life. Be
around the right people. Be successful in life.

Of course they will, with you as their mother.

I wouldn’t send either of my children to the local. Have you seen the
units on Stratton Street? They look good because they’re new
minimalist buildings, but the rent’s so cheap you can buy one for less
than half a mill. They are going to bring in all sorts. Meth addicts, or
worse, dealers.

I don’t think it’1l be that bad. They’ll just bring in some young people
and some life into this area.

Life? Yeah ... if life means homeless people in the foyer and soup
kitchens for the cashed-up bogans who will no doubt default on their
payday loans.

I thought you are on the board of the homeless soup kitchen place...
Yes, but that doesn’t mean I want them around here, and it’s why |

know what happens when you bring in mix-housing developments.

SANDY: (visibly uncomfortable and looks at her bracelet) Oh is that the time ...

KATIE:

I would love to stay and talk politics, but some of us have to work.

KATIE air kisses the other mothers and exits stage lefft.
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SARAH:

MELODY:

SARAH:

AMINA:
SARAH:

SANDY:
MELODY:
SARAH:

MELODY:

SARAH:

SANDY:
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(to AMINA) Katie is such a lefty-pinko-greeno or whatever it is that
you call them. I admire her for helping all those poor people, but the
rest of us have to live in the real world.

(to AMINA) Don’t let Sarah put you off this school. They do have
some very good teachers here. It’ s that Sarah has some ...

Standards? What’s wrong with that? What’s wrong with the pursuit
of excellence? I expect to get some return on my investment.

Is there something I should know about?

Well not now since the principal has left ... and thank God she left. I
don’t know what we would have done if she hadn’t left. (fo AMINA)
I will introduce you Jodie, the chair of the school board tonight. Were
it not for her, I’d probably have no choice but to homeschool because
at that point we'd only just moved into the property and needed to
live there for at least six months to avoid capital gains tax.

What happened?

What didn’t happen?

(turns to SANDY for the first time): The last principal was so terrible
that I almost went to the local school to see if they could cater for the
boys. I just couldn’t let the woman get away with her reforms. She
was a refugee from the state system so had no idea what was
expected of her.

(to AMINA) The principal that year got the job because her husband
was someone important. The former minister of something or other
and her father was the principal of Saint ... it wasn’t enough
transparency.

It started with the swimming lessons. She wanted our children to take
lessons at the local pool as ours was too expensive to run! This was
in the middle of winter? Do you know part of our fees pay for the
sun-filter technology so that we don’t have to put in truckloads of
chlorine? That and only a few kids were selected to join the golf
lessons, the ones who had shown potential in tennis.

They have golf at this school?



SARAH:

SANDY:
MELODY:
AMINA:

But the rest of us had to pay. Also, who streams children into elite
teams at such a young age? The Chinese? For f ... .

I’m sure they still inject the growth hormones into kids over there.
That’s a broad generalisation ...

That was in the past.

SARAH and MELODY glare at SANDY. AMINA chuckles.

SARAH:

AMINA:
SARAH:

MELODY:
SARAH:

AMINA:
SARAH:

SANDY:
MELODY:

SARAH:

My boys are not into sports, so they weren’t so affected by her
outdoor education policies, it was more the academic side of things.
Their father was a plumber, but I really can’t see my boys doing the
same thing. Not after the privileged lives they’ve lived.

This truly is the workingman’s paradise.

The principal supported the awful teacher Caleb had that year. She
was from somewhere like Africa or India, and maybe she just wasn’t
used to Aussie kids you know.

That’s right. I remember what happened.

I hope you don’t take offence Amina, but the parents wanted
diversity so the school employs only exotic types even if they are not
as qualified. The principal thought it was more important for the staff
to reflect a more diverse globalised world.

Well it is true, the world is changing.

It’s not changing that quickly, and nor was this teacher. People
thought I was racist, but it was more about the quality of teachers the
ex-principal employed. How can I be a racist when Melody is one of
my closest friends?

Are the foreigners familiar with the curriculum?

I think it was just your teacher. Lizzie was fine that year with Mrs.
Marmion. She’s from Zimbabwe.

At first, I thought the teacher had language issues. I tried to get the
teacher to give Caleb more challenging work, but she said he wasn’t

that special.
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MELODY:

AMINA:

SARAH:

AMINA:
SARAH:

MELODY:
SANDY:
SARAH:

I remember when it happened. The book of songs or sonnets was the
straw that broke ...

Ahhh ... sonnets. My mistress’ eyes are nothing like the sun,

coral is far more red than her lips’ red ... I always loved Sonnet one
thirty. I always thought I was the mistress.

I don’t care about songs but [ hadn’t seen any of Caleb’s work until
they sold it back to me for twenty dollars.

They are selling your child’s soul.

Twenty dollars is and I wouldn’t have minded buying the book if his
song was in ...

They were sonnets.

Then what happened?

I called up to have a meeting with the school thinking it would be a
civilised discussion about education, but the teacher brought both her
union rep and the principal into the meeting. Over a goddamn
photocopied book of songs. I mean come on ... I’'m hardly a tiger

mother like Melody is here.

MELODY and AMINA look at each other and chuckle.

SARAH:

MELODY:

SARAH:

AMINA:
SARAH:

AMINA:
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So, I thought I would raise the issue of teaching quality at the school
and demanded to see the teacher’s CV because you can buy your
degree in some countries. It wasn’t a pleasant meeting but [ wanted
to support the principal at the time because we are both female
leaders.

(nods) That is true. I remember you telling me to stop bitching about
her.

But the next evening, the principal called me at home, at six o’clock!
(mouth agape): Six o’clock!

She asked me if | knew anything about an incident about Shane, one
of the boys in Caleb’s class, and someone else whose name I can’t
even remember. No, hello, how are you, sorry to call you at this
hour?

That is so unprofessional.



SARAH:

We weren’t even at school that day? I let both Caleb and his brother

have a mental health day.

MELODY: You were livid! I remember you calling me after the conversation ...

SARAH: [ tried to be polite and end the phone call, but she kept interrogating
me and asked me why I had told other parents that the teacher
couldn’t handle the classroom content or management.

MELODY: I emailed her around that time to tell her how concerned I was
classroom management at the school.

SARAH: I know. Thanks for doing that for me.

MELODY: Of course.

SANDY: Then what happened?

SARAH: When I tried to hang up politely, she wouldn’t let me. So I decided to
raise the issue of general bullying and she started calling me one!

AMINA: That is shocking. That is awful.

SARAH: But you haven’t heard the worst part of it, and why I reported her to
the board.

AMINA &

SANDY: What happened then?

SARAH: She asked me why I believed Caleb over an adult!

AMINA: What a ridiculous question!

SARAH: So I said to her, “Melissa, you are asking me WHY Caleb doesn’t tell
the teacher anything? We’ve already had this conversation but I will
repeat this now ... but then she interrupted me and said ... (long
pause for effect) before I continue, I have to let you know that this is
a conference call and I also have my union rep with me ...

AMINA gasps.
MELODY: (to AMINA) and that’s when Sarah completely lost it and called me.
I told her we all have our idiosyncrasies ...
SANDY: I didn’t know that private schools had unions.

AMINA: How did it all end?

SARAH: As it so happened, I was on my way to hot yoga. The same class the
chairwoman goes to ...

SANDY: Is the teacher still at the school?
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SARAH: Of course not! She was sacked too.
MELODY: That’s incredible you managed to do that.
SARAH: It was at a cost. There are still members of the board who aren’t too
happy with me because their union negotiated big fat pay-checks for
both the ex-principal and teacher just because we made them sign a
confidentiality agreement. It’s standard practice. Everyone knows
that!
AMINA: I had no idea. The website makes the school look so ... well managed.
SARAH: It was very hush hush. These things often are.
AMINA: (looks at her phone) Look at the time. Sandy, you are going to be late
for work.
SARAH: I have to get ready for tonight.
MELODY: I have a paper to finish before I fly out to Auckland (fo AMINA and
SARAH) I’ll see you tonight at seven. (fo SANDY) Nice to meet you

Loum ...

SANDY: Sandy.

MELODY exits stage left. As AMINA and SARAH air kiss good-bye, “Dance of the
Knights” fades in. SARAH exits stage left. AMINA and SANDY move to downstage

and the music fades out.

AMINA: I completely forgot to introduce you to the others. You should come
with me to Sarah’s party tonight. She is launching her organic skin ...

SANDY: Oh that’s okay. It’s really not my thing. I’'m happy with the stuff I get
at the chemist.

AMINA: Some of the other mothers will be there. They’re not all as querulous
as Sarah.

SANDY: She is a little queer, but I must get home early. I live quite far away.

AMINA: Jax is very welcome to stay at our place ... Our au pair will be looking
after the boys because hubby is in Singapore for work and I can pick

you up from work. It will be loads of fun!
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SANDY: I’m not really dressed for that sort of event.

AMINA: Nonsense you look fine. No one cares. I’ve seen mothers drop off
their children in yoga pants. Sarah puts on a spectacular show.

SANDY: Ireally don’t have the time. It’s a long drive home.

AMINA: At least come over for the drinks after work.

SANDY: I can’tsay really ...

AMINA: I insist. There’s an amazing cream that would work wonders on your
skin.

SANDY: Well if you insist.

AMINA: [ insist.

SANDY: Ineed to check a few things.

AMINA: Let me give you my number and I know where you work.

AMINA quickly writes down her number on a piece of paper, air kisses SANDY
goodbye and exits.

SANDY: It was lovely to meet youse all!

SANDY remains on stage as the final recapitulation of “The Dance of the Knights”

plays at volume. Lights down when the piece ends.

END
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Reading and Forgetting

Our theatres have expended a great deal of energy on giving
Shostakovich’s opera a thorough presentation. The actors have
shown exceptional talent in dominating the noise, the screaming,
and the roar of the orchestra. With their dramatic action, they
have tried to reinforce the weakness of the melodic content.
Unfortunately, this has served only to bring out the opera’s
vulgar features more vividly.

— “Muddle not music”, Pravda, January 28, 1936.

Case No: CT 354/2436/215 Evidence Type: Decoded Data/MC 2.5 (DOI: 2016)
Additional Notes: Please refer to forensics officer’s report

Engagement Level: Classified B Quarantine: Juvenile

Thursday 14/11/1991 9.30pm

Mrs. Quentin, hereafter known as the Quentin, cornered me after school to tell me that "the big
talk" will take place in her office on Monday morning. That's when | have biology. It'll just be my
dad because mum is at work as usual, and | am nervous. Make that very nervous about losing
my place at the school as there is no way | can survive Yarlington because all the illiterate ferals
are at Yarlington. At least it's safe at my school, and | have Lisa. She is always there to lift my
spirits after the Quentin forces me to self-denunciate at the end of every class. I'm “on watch”
you see which means that at the beginning of every class, | have to submit the green slip to
whoever is taking the class that period. (I don’t know why they call it a slip, as it's more like a
mini booklet). The teacher has to comment on my attitude (usually poor), behaviour (surly) and
performance (poor to satisfactory) during my time with them. There is an expectation to kowtow
to the honourable teacher and thank them for policing me when the class finishes. Lisa dared
me to do that once in Mr Pence’s class, and he immediately scrawled “insolent” on the slip. It

earned me some cred with the popular kids because Cheryl invited me to her party after that. |

didn’tgo but | kept her invitation. Of course, dear diary, not every teacher is as bad as I've made
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them out to be. Miss Broadmeadows, for example, has no idea why I'm on watch because I'm
the perfect student when I'm in her class.

Every now and again the Quentin makes me write a one-paragraph reflection at the end of the
day, which is when | usually run to the office after school so that she doesn't have a chance to
catch me, and so | can catch the bus on time. | tend to run the other way when | see the Quentin

during the day because our exchanges are tape loops:

You are wasting your potential. Yes miss. I think you could
try harder. Yes miss. You are not fulfilling your potential
and that’s terribly sad. Yes miss. Your behaviour is
unacceptable at this type of school. Yes miss. Your attitude
won'’t get you far in this life. Yes miss. You are wasting your
potential. Yes miss. I think you could try harder. Yes miss.
You are not fulfilling your potential and that’s terribly sad.
Yes miss. Your behaviour is unacceptable at this type of
school. Yes miss. Your attitude won'’t get you far in this life.
Yes miss. You are wasting your potential. Yes miss. I think

you could try harder. Yes miss. You are not ...

| have to print this out and delete this file because | don’t want Peter to know that I've been
in his room. | hope that when Peter finishes his degree and goes back to Singapore, he won'’t
take this computer with him. [ would write, | mean type, more except Lisa wants her Secret Diary

of Laura Palmer back by Monday, so I'd better get back to reading.
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Friday 15/11/1991 9 pm

[ got to choir on time because dad drove me all the way to school even though he was on night
shift. Mr Pence noted that | arrived on time but he also saw that | forgot to bring my music.
Overall though, it was a surprisingly non-bad day. Even English was okay although Mr Lyndon
did “spring” an in-class assessment on us. It wasn’t another “compare and contrast” response
type essay probably because he couldn't find a study guide for Coonardoo as it's a Western
Australia story set up north somewhere. He’s allowing us to complete the story at home, which
is just as well because | didn’t write much in class. The only guidelines Mr. Lyndon gave us is
that we have to narrate it from a third-person omniscient point of view, which is something |
struggle with. Each time I've been asked to write as the God-like narrator, | feel that | must mimic
Dickens and his nineteenth-century-length sentences. But who speaks like that? Back then there
was no film, so writers had to describe everything and paint the scene for a reader who probably
hadn't ventured very far beyond his or her little world. Not that | have, but | watch a lot of TV.
Also, | don't feel | have the authority to write as a white man, living or dead, which is funny
because | have no issues replicating the music of long-dead white men. | guess that's because
no one has a monopoly on sounds, even babies make them, but words are different. | always
feel as if I'm stealing words from the British royal family even though the Queen’s recent
ancestors are German.

Mr Lyndon said that it's important we put some effort into this assignment because it could
determine whether we get to study Literature next year. | want to study Literature because it's
way easier to read books or read study-guides for books. Also, if | take Literature, my marks will
be scaled up even more than they would in English. Although no one ever gets scaled down at
my school. At Yarlington, everyone gets scaled down. You are only as good as the people

around you, which is why I'm not going to Yarlington.
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Lisa has let me keep the book over the weekend because she knows | have too much on over
the weekend. | need to wake up at 6.30am so that | can catch the bus to orchestra, state not
school, rehearsal for three hours, followed by a lesson. My parents say that I'm fortunate to have
these opportunities that they didn’t have growing up in their village somewhere in remote China,
but | think they're lucky to have seen the South China Tiger in the wild. | think that's why my
parents are always on edge and why | am too. My brain was made to figure out ways to avoid
being eaten by tigers, not how to run away from the Quentin. | know that some people, namely
my parents, have said how fortunate | am to go to such a prestigious school but what they don'’t
know is that it's a school that dines out on its past glories. People like me are shipped in like
coolies to make the school look good. I'm sure that the Quentin is under some misguided belief
that my people are hard workers because we worked from sunrise to sundown in paddy fields.
She seems to think that it is humanly possible to be part of five ensembles, in and out of school,
and to practice for each one while maintaining decent grades. I'm playing Shostakovich next
month with the state orchestra, why doesn’t the Quentin come and listen to that? She’d probably

have the same reaction as Stalin.

Saturday 16/11/1991 8 pm

Rose picked up some movies from the video store and is going to let me watch Born on the
Fourth of July with her. | was really surprised when she told me that she’s going to dub it as her
boyfriend left his video recorder at our house. | suppose | would do that for my younger sister
too if | had one. | might get more ideas after watching the film. | know nothing about love other

than the clichés.

Sunday, 17th November 1991 10 am.
| skimmed through Coonardoo it's about an Aboriginal girl who falls in love with a white man. |

can write about racial stereotypes and prejudice, but I'm not sure | can write about love. | took
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Birdy from Rose's room because of the naked man perched on a bed. | can't believe they get to
read fun books, or at least books not written over a hundred years ago, at Yarlington. They even
study a novel about a weirdo butterfly collector who abducts a young woman and adds her to
his collection.

8 pm

| just finished the Laura Palmer diary. | should start my assignment. | wonder if Mr Lyndon

will accept my story if | write it on the word processor.

9.30pm

My hands hurt.

I've handwritten a five foolscap pages about a 13-year-old girl called Arabella Wong who
lives with her family in one of the red dusty inland towns I've seen on TV (The Flying Doctors),
and I've made them refugees who are fleeing communism. She falls in love with Hugh, a local
Aboriginal boy. Introduction, orientation, conflict, resolution, and denouement. ['ve used the
themes Mr Lyndon wants us to include: interracial love, tolerance, racism, that kind of thing.
Tick. Done and dusted.

I'm not looking forward to Monday.

Case No: CT 354/2436/215 Evidence Type: Raw Data/HG 4.5 (DOI: 2026)

Additional Notes: Witness’s father Mr John Robertson QC present. Witness requires RB
credited counsel. Please refer to LA 354/2436/215

Engagement Level: F  Quarantine: Nil Transcribed: W2341

|, Lisa Robertson, have known Isi ... | mean Isidore Moly Marr since kindergarten. She has
been my best friend since then and she has spent considerable time with my family. This is my

account of the day of the incident in hopes that it will help the family come to terms with the

tragedy. We are both students at John Galt College.
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Everything seemed normal that morning. Isi was not acting out of character until after her
meeting with Mrs Quentin. | would describe Isi as a filial daughter and a good student,
although others may disagree. She was under a lot of pressure to maintain the Galt
scholarship because she, like everyone else, knows that entry to Galt is the golden ticket to
life. The tipping point? It was probably the day she and her father met with Mrs Quentin. |
don't know what happened in there but the Isi that went in was not the one who came out. Her
father had driven all the way to Galt after coming off night shift. Did | know what her father did
for a living? Of course | did. She never hid it from me, but she did from some of the others
because it's rare for kids of non-professionals to attend Galt. | don't think that played a role in
what eventuated. What? How would | describe her? Worldly, yes, but naive. Yes, | know it's a
paradox. | can't explain it. So you're asking me to give a broad picture of who she is? | can't
do that without telling you what she was like before it happened. Yes. Oh yes. Yes, | would
definitely say that she was conscientious. Well it's probably not in your reports because | don't
think people saw that side of her. | know that she was allowed to keep the arm implant
because the family couldn't afford WR or bio-ink. It wasn't an issue for her and many of us
dislike bio-ink because it absorbs into the body after a while, and it hurts more to get the WR
implant than the arm one. Isi fitted in well with the rest of us, or as well as any of us fitted in
with each other.

Before the meeting, we were both in Mr Harris’s genetics class where we watched a
documentary about an island in the Caribbean where girls turn into boys upon puberty. We all
found it interesting and everyone was focussed on it. Even Isi was engaged even though she
knew that Mr. Harris was allied with the, oops, | mean Mrs. Quentin. Yes, Isi did carve
obscenities about both of them her on the laboratory bench. It was out of character but who
doesn't let off steam every now and again. | thought she was just not coping well with all the

assessments we have at this time of the year.
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I'm sorry | didn't hear that. Can you repeat the question? Oh, what did she read? How is
that relevant? | guess she read whatever the rest of us read. School stuff, | guess. She liked
fin de siécle novels and sometimes enjoyed the even older stuff.

Of course she told me how she felt after meeting with Mrs Quentin. Of course she was
distressed after meeting with her. That's quite normal. | would be too because we all know that
there is probably someone out there more deserving of our place, and Mrs. Quentin often
reminds us of this. No. No. She does not take drugs. She was disorientated for sure, but |
thought she was dehydrated. You know that the school has data on all of us. | didn’t draw the
smiley face on her hand and, until just then, | didn’t know that people in the last century
associated it with drugs and illegal dance parties. For starters, | don’t take vintage ink pens to
school. We're not allowed to. It must have been another student. Maybe someone stole it from
the Luddite club? Was she looking forward to anything? Well, of course she was. The end of
the year, Christmas, performing at the opera house, and I'm sure she was looking forward to
Tom'’s presentation.

kg

The Incident

“Where were you?” Lisa asked as she ran up to Isi. “You didn’t send me a
message. | was so worried about you.”

“Did you get my bag?” Isi asked.

“What bag?” Lisa replied. “Why do you have those sheets of inked paper?”’

“I didn’t take my bag with me,” Isi said. “These are my notes about the trans on
the island.”

“You can’t call them that, Isi! That’s so offensive!”, Lisa growled and grabbed

Isi's right arm. She rolled up Isi's sleeves and then swiped her wrist along her forearm.
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“What the hell are you doing?” Isi asked.

“These are the notes from our genetics lecture. You are so lucky I haven’t had
time to remove my old WR. You really should upgrade to a more compatible chip or
else you’re never going to get invited to Giselle’s parties!”

“Huh?”

“When I leave this place, I’'m going to get nano fleck nail polish. I’'m so sick of
being forced to undergo all these procedures, but I guess it’s easier and cheaper than
bio-ink,” Lisa said.

“What the hell are you on about?”

“Thanks, Lisa, for finding me before the Quentin did. No worries, Isi,” Lisa said
dryly.

“Where 1s my bag?” Isi asked.

“You should be asking where is my presentation?” Lisa said. “You haven’t
uploaded yours.”

“What presentation and for who?" Isi asked.

“For English dummy. When I uploaded mine, I saw that you had a red dot next to
your signal. You know even though your parents aren’t bigots like mine, it’s still

'7,

important you don’t screw this up!” Lisa said, genuinely concerned.

“Your parents, bigots? Hardly.” Isi said, wondering why Lisa was so hard on her
parents who were the nicest adults she’d ever met.

“Do you want to talk about your meeting with the Quentin or do you just want to
swipe me when you’re ready?” Lisa asked.

“It was an awful and humiliating experience. I kept looking down at the smiley face

you drew on the back of my hand. I couldn’t have gotten through it without that,” Isi

said.
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“What smiley face?” Lisa said. “Never mind that, the Quentin is the awful
experience. She’s an infidel you know. She probably goes over the top with how she
manages people like you so that the administrators don’t haul her over the coals,” Lisa
said vehemently. “No pun intended.”

“How is it a pun?” Isi asked.

“You know what happens to infidels when they’re caught?”

“What are you talking about? The Quentin isn’t the world’s best educator and I
think you’re going a bit too far calling her an infidel,” Isi said, unsure of whether Lisa
was deliberately using extreme language or had simply confused it with another word.
After all, there was a period where Lisa thought “facetious” was synonymous with
“hypocrite.”

“The Quentin has some serious pre-rebalance issues,” Lisa continued. “Everyone
knows that she was on the other side and still believes in the old ways, and that’s why
she is not allowed to teach. She’s still here but really can’t afford to put a foot wrong.
Teachers who have PR issues always find a way to impose their retrograde views upon
us. The only reason she is still here is because her brother is married to you-know-who
and had the money to pay for an acquittal. Let’s not think about her,” Lisa said, visibly
perturbed.

“Did you finish writing your love story?” Isi asked, grateful for the opportunity to
change the subject.

“What love story? More importantly, which text are you presenting?” Lisa asked.

“For what?” Isi asked. “I thought the story was due today. I stayed up working on
it. I put a lot of effort in.”

“Woah ... You really need to upgrade. Stories are only for kindy kids.”
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“What upgrade are you talking about? Peter will probably get Windows 3.0 before
he goes back to Singapore,” Isi said indignantly.

“Poor you. The Quentin really messed with your head didn’t she,” Lisa said
sympathetically.

The two girls walked through what Isi thought was an open undercover area linking
the old North to the more recently built South building. However, upon closer
inspection, she noted that glass panels now enclosed the space. Isi had probably been
too self-absorbed with her Quentin issues to notice the five-star-hotel-style
renovations. Isi nearly walked into the glass wall because it was so clean, as she looked
up saw that the ceiling was now three storeys high and was made from an ebony
looking material, instead of asbestos sheets. “Wow,” she marvelled.

“Earth to Isi. Earth to Isi,” Lisa called out to her. “You know you’re at risk of losing
your place here and you can’t leave me here by myself. Do you want me to give you a
copy of my presentation, there’s still some time to modify it before we get to class?”
Lisa said. She grabbed Isi’s wrists, but Isi instinctively shook her off.

“Fine,” Lisa grumbled and walked off ahead of Isi.

As the girls stepped into the North building, there was, in place of the Archibald-
prize-winning portrait of former Prime Minister Jeremy Acton, a large curved flat
screen. Had the monitor not been curved, Isi could have sworn that it was a window
looking out over the Swiss Alps. She walked up to the screen to see if there was, in
fact, a world on the other side but there wasn’t.

Lisa ran up to her and slapped her wrist. “What’s wrong with you, woman?”’ she
said, “Don’t do that! We’re not allowed to do that!”

Isi walked away from the screen and felt noticeably warmer when the image of the

alps changed into an image of someone who looked like Mr Lyndon, but then morphed
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into someone who looked as if he worked at an American pioneer world theme park.
Isi rubbed her eyes. The way Mr Lyndon had morphed was similar to that final scene
in the Michael Jackson video for Black and White, the one with the multiethnic faces.
Isi was convinced she had heard Mr Lyndon’s voice in her head saying, “Remember,
Isi, to upload your presentation upon entering English class. See you soon.”

“How did he do that?” Isi said out loud.

Lisa ignored her.
Isi’s father had once told her about a patient at the mental asylum he worked at who
thought a lioness he had seen in a wildlife documentary was his mother and who
believed that magpies spoke to him. The man also suffered from autocoprophagy.

Before the girls entered the classroom, Lisa took Isi’s arm and held it against a

red pad on the door. To Isi’s relief, the English classroom had not changed at all.
Indeed, the furniture appeared cleaner and perhaps newer, but the layout was the same.
Mr Lyndon’s desk was still where it should be and the whiteboard was at the front of
the class. Tom Woodlands walked in and sat in his usual seat in front of Isi and Lisa,
and greeted them in the usual way, a cheeky look back and that all-too-knowing grin.
Isi was somewhat placated.

“Why do we have to present when it’s all uploaded anyway?”” Lisa said very loudly.

Tom turned around, “Why, Lisa Robertson, are you telling me that you’re not
prepared?”

“Of course I’m prepared,” Lisa said feigning indignation.

“So, what are you doing for the denounce?” Tom asked.

“You’ll just have to wait and see like everyone else,” Lisa responded flirtatiously.
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Tom turned to Isi and asked, “What about you? Mademoiselle Marr?”
“She’s had a rough day,” Lisa answered for her. “You know, she had that meeting
with the Quentin.”

“You poor thing,” Tom said. “I know why they let an infidel stay on in her role after
the rebalance. My dad’s not too happy about that.”

“I know. She’s such a bigot,” Lisa said. “Head on a plate material.”

“I mean she’s the worst teacher here but she’s far from a bigot,” Isi said and couldn’t
believe she was defending the Quentin. She was both afraid and disgusted by the
venomous look on Lisa’s face every time she brought up the Quentin The Quentin had
been nothing but supportive of Lisa and Tom. In fact, the Quentin was invited to dinner
parties at their homes. If anyone, it should be Isi who had a reason to hate the woman
who was only doing her job.

“The Quentin isn’t as bad as ... ” Isi started, but Tom stopped her by reaching over
to brush his wrist against her arm.

“Coonardoo ... That’s brilliant!” Tom said genuinely impressed. “You are going to
ace this one Lady Marr.”

“Arghhh, why didn’t I think of that,” Lisa said. ““An ancient text, written by a local

communist. I thought you said you wrote a story?”

“hat better way to highlight the limited ways in the pre-rebalance by using their
primitive method of information transference," Tom said excitedly, “It’s brilliant.”

“Why did I not do something like that too? I played it safe and did The Great Gatsby.
I can’t afford to fail this class,” Lisa added quietly “You know who my parents are.”

Tom nodded knowingly.
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“I’m doing Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs,” Giselle said. She took her seat next
to Tom, but not before running her fingers through her waist-length hair and rolling up
the waist of her skirt.

Lisa put her hand over her mouth and gasped, “No ... Wow. That is ingenious.”

“Mr Lyndon said we needed an infidel book,” Tom said with some consternation.
“I thought you said you were going to do Lord of the Flies.”

“Well, I spoke to my mother about it and she says Lord of the Flies is too safe.
She does it with her students in Econ-Lit. Everyone does it. It’s too straightforward,"
Giselle said. “I started working on a presentation about Piggy as the contagion and
argue that Ralph’s adherence to the old ways was no better to the bigots in our society,”
Giselle said. “But I want to save all that for next year. | know we can submit the same
presentation for Poli-lit, and this is low stakes for me.”

“Oh my god,” Lisa said, “The step-mother! I never thought I’d say this, Giselle,
but you are a genius. You’re going to speak about the evil step-mother and how she’s
been completely maligned by bigots.”

“Beauty and brains,” Tom grinned approvingly at Giselle and said, “When dad
read Lord of the Flies when he was at school. He said that he was taught that Piggy
represented scientific progress, Ralph reason and Western civilisation, can you
imagine, they had to denounce Jack, the only one with leadership, technical expertise,
and innovation.”

“You are kidding me. I had absolutely no idea that’s how bad things were before
the rebalance!” Lisa said visibly upset.

“That’s because your parents are infidels,” Giselle said.

“What the hell are you on about?” Isi said, but everyone, including Lisa, ignored

her.
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“And Mr Woodlands,” Giselle leaned into Tom, “What are you presenting?”

“Macbeth,” Tom said.

“Now that is a refresh," Giselle said, “Are you doing a gen-interpretive denounce
this week or are you picking a specific character? My mother was one of the first
teachers to write a study guide for Macbeth after the rebalance you know.”

“Gen-interp because this is only Year 10. Just for you, though, a sneak preview,”
Tom said as he brushed his wrists against hers.

“Oh, I can't wait to hear it,” Giselle said.

“Get a room,” Lisa muttered under her breath.

At that moment, Mr Lyndon walked into the class and said, “Isidore Marr. Did you
not hear the message I sent? This is unacceptable. We do not study texts about the
ancients here, as innovative as your approach is. You are already on watch.”

“Sir, it’s her software,” Lisa said.

“Do not call out, Miss Robertson,” said Mr Lyndon said firmly. “Those who
cannot afford the WR or bio-ink can upgrade their implant at student services free of
charge. Isidore Moly Marr, you cannot afford to fail another assessment. We don’t
have all day children. Let’s begin... with you, Mr Woodlands.”

Tom stood up and stretched his hands out to Lisa and Isi, but Lisa reached out to
him. “He is so good looking but so arrogant,” Lisa said, her cheeks flushed.

As he spoke, Isi saw words appear on the whiteboard like subtitles in a foreign film,

yet not everything that he said matched up with the words on screen:

Fair is foul and foul 1is fair.

My talk today is a general interpretive denounce
analysis of William Shakespeare's Macbeth.
Shakespeare was the Ayn Rand of the pre-balance
generation as he was their ideinost. After the
rebalance, Shakespeare was banned from schools
because our government was afraid that our parents,
who had been forced to read his plays in ways that
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promoted pre-balance interests, could not forget,
as there is less neuroplasticity in their brains.
Indeed, our elders were misguided into thinking
that there was universal beauty; they called it
aesthetics. They believed that there was "art for
art's sake." More damaging to our society was
perhaps the idea that morality could be extracted
from Shakespearian plays,"age-old truths," so to
speak.

There are indeed many plays I could have selected
for this talk, but today I have chosen the Scottish
play precisely because it 7s a Scottish play and
because it is one that your elders are most familiar
with due to the various degenerative re-
interpretations of it.

For those of you who are unfamiliar with the play,
all I need to tell you is that it 1is about an
ambitious man, Macbeth, whose path was thwarted by
his subordinate, Macduff. It may be hard for our
generation to wunderstand, but our elders were
taught that the play teaches humanity about the
dangers of unchecked ambition. Feminists in the
pre-rebalance generation critiqued the play by
highlighting how women were blamed for all
Macbeth's failures by highlighting the fact the
only significant female characters were all so-
called "dark forces": the three servants of Hecate,
Hecate herself, and Lady Macbeth. These days we
know that only children enjoy supernatural tales,
and that Lady Macbeth failed due to some form of
mental illness.

It was not pointed out to our parents’ generation
that King Duncan, or at least his ancestors, had
risen to his position because of the same ambition
that they looked upon with such disdain. They read
Macbeth as a tragedy and wrote in countless essays
that Macbeth was a “once courageous warrior who was
corrupted by the sin of greed.” This is just how it
was in the pre-balance.

It 1is evident to contemporary readers that
Macbeth's 1life story is one we should aspire to
because he acts objectively. He 1is a rational
being. You might be asking, why is he rational if
he listens to the ramblings of witches? But you need
to read it within the era it was written. If a
fortune-teller told you that you would win this
weekend's lotto jackpot, wouldn't you buy a ticket?
I am not saying that the supernatural is real. We
know that it 1is not. What I am saying 1is that
Macbeth should be commended for acting so
rationally and should not be held hostage to the
"milk of human kindness," for kindness is as fluid
as milk.

Another point I would like to make here, Mr Lyndon
and my fellow students, is that in the pre-balance



some students were probably taught Macbeth without
learning about the historical context, or at least
not from a positivist perspective. They did not
teach students about the technological advances of
the Tudor and the early Stuart periods, and how the
Reformation happened because of the invention of
the moveable type printing press. Scholars today
note the dirony in pre-balance readings of
Shakespearean plays, because Shakespeare wrote for
King James I and Queen Elizabeth, both of whom were
absolute monarchs and unapologetic about pursuing
personal excellence. They were fair rulers who
acted logically. For example, Queen Elizabeth had
her cousin, the mother of King James, executed to
restore balance to the Crown. She did not give 1in
to subjective emotions and nor did King James. Why
did "our betters" in the pre-balance era expect
doctors to be objective, and put in place rules to
avoid practices based on emotion and intuition, but
not expect it of political leaders?

Macbeth and his wife were right to feel no remorse,
because to overcome opponents there must be
sacrifices. Pre-balancers were hypocrites in that
they valorised Samson in the Philistines’ temple,
but not Macbeth. The inconsistencies in their fluid
ideology are why those fighting for the Rebalance
were victorious.

In Atlas Shrugged the noble industrialists pursued
excellence and saw civilisation advance, yet they
were sequestered because they were so maligned by
savages. This 1is akin to Macbeth and his wife's
isolation from the other noblemen. Needless to say,
Macbeth was in pursuit of what we all want, but he
was condemned for centuries for it. As we know from
modern history, we are fortunate now that our
teachers study and celebrate the sociology of the
Rebalance and have learnt how to avoid these, at
best, "misreadings" of Shakespearean plays and
other pre-balance classics.

As John Galt said in his soliloquy in Rand’s magnum
opus Atlas Shrugged, "All that evil needs to win is
the consent of good people." Macbeth did not want
to be controlled by such a person as weak as Duncan,
and it was his right to liberate himself and his
family from the tyranny of a substandard ruler. The
tragedy of Macbeth is not that "he could have been
a good ruler but that he became corrupted by power
and ambition," the tragedy is that his inferiors
murdered him. Thank you all for being so attentive
throughout to my presenter.

The classroom broke into applause.
“I thought that it was some philosopher guy from way back who said that all that is

necessary for the triumph of evil is that good men do nothing,” Isi said, not
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understanding most of what Tom had said in his speech. “... and don’t people
usually quote that when talk about genocide?”

Lisa ignored Isi because as she was too busy beaming at Tom as he walked back
to his desk.

“Excellent. Excellent as always,” Mr Lyndon said, visibly moved by Tom’s speech,
“Bravo, young Master Woodlands.”

Tom walked back to his desk and everyone except for Isi reached out to brush their
wrists against his.

“That 1s so weird. Why did you do it?” Isi asked Lisa.

“I had to tell him that talk was hotter than he is,” Lisa said.

“He obviously hasn’t read or seen the play. He is full of shit,” Isi thought, but she
must have said it out loud because the next thing she knew, she was sitting in the
Quentin’s office.

“Miss Marr,” the Quentin started, “What are we going to do with you? So much
potential, so much unfulfilled potential. What are we to do with you? Your tests
showed that you would be an asset to a school like ours but there is so much confusion
in your thoughts.”

“How would you know?” Isi thought, “You are so limited ...”

“It’s unfortunate that you think this way,” the Quentin said. “It must be the
incompatible software that’s making you so aggressive. We usually need parental
permission to alter faulty algorithms but perhaps we can by-pass that given your
behaviour in recent months. The chip should have been replaced a last year ...”

It was then that Isi understood that whatever it was in her arms and everyone else’s
wrists, enabled the teachers to access all their thoughts and no thought was private. Isi

felt her chest tighten and faint. When she tried to speak, she could only hear her breath.
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“I know it’s difficult for you Isi, but you must know that this is where you’ll have
the best opportunity to succeed in life, given your background. I was like you once,”
the Quentin continued in a gentler tone. “but I soon learnt that it’s easier just to do
what’s right and not re-invent the wheel.”

Isi focused on the tingling in her fingertips and dryness of her mouth.

“It’s not that we don’t want you think, it’s just that we are all but worker ants and
must be order in the colony. If we all did whatever we felt like, how would any of us
survive?” the Quentin said kindly.

Isi continued to focus on her breath and dared not think any thoughts. It was only
when the Quentin walked over to a water dispenser in the corner of her room that she
quickly dived onto the Quentin’s desk, reaching for a pair of scissors and used it to
hack into whatever it was that had been implanted in her arm, or was it her wrist?

kksk

Case No: CT 354/2436/215 Evidence Type: Raw Data: NF2.0 [Voice Recording] (DOI:
i?izd?ional Notes: Please refer to forensics officer report Engagement Level: Classified
B Quarantine: Juvenile Transcribed by: TKhan [03:40:59]

It's Tuesday | think. It's uh ... Tuesday the twenty something of November twenty twenty-six.
The specialist gave me this device so that | can record anything | can remember [coughs]. He's
reassured me that he is the only one who has access to these recordings and he will only share
this information with the school or my parents if | hurt myself again. | really hope he, or rather
you, are not lying to me.

| told him, or you that | intended to save, not hurt, myself. | am not an infidel, nor am | a bigot
and | am for the rebalance. It’s just that these words no longer mean what | thought they meant.
Lisa’s said that it’s just as well my parents are not native English speakers because if they were,

| would have been sent to the other place and not here. I'm fortunate that I'm now in the care of

those who know how to help me recover. When I'm better, | can go back to school.
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The doctors have told me they know what happened, but they don’t really understand why or
how it happened [cries]. According to my neuro-specialist, | fell victim to bullies who uploaded
my chip with the wrong memories. Lisa is adamant that it was Giselle, and that she did it
because Tom paid too much attention to me, and she is sure that Giselle hacked her mother’s
computer to get memories of a dead person. Apparently, Giselle's mum is someone who is very
well connected and has hundreds and thousands of memories stored on her hard drive. Lisa
also said that, in a way, it's good that | tried to gouge out what | thought were malevolent spirits
living in my wrists in front of the Quentin because she was there to save me. She’s also heard
rumours that the Quentin has volunteered to see my successful reintegration into the school
community.

| will most probably go back before Rebalance day next year, if my specialist, you, | mean, give
me a good reference because | do want to play in the orchestra again. They are screening
Triumph of the Will at the celebrations and only the nation’s top young musicians will be selected
to play the soundtrack. There are some infidels in the community who say it's one step too far,
but | know that they are misguided at best and we must ignore those who cannot separate past
politics from excellent art or outcome from intent [laughs].

I've been thinking about my subject selection and it's just easier if | take more science
subjects because | want to study bio-engineering. Mrs Quentin will allow me to take English as
an Additional Dialect even though | don’t have any other dialects ... [inaudible] ... | won’t have to
do as much reading as the others. They just need to make sure my communication skills are
okay. The doctors say that because | had an older implant, some of the data is embedded in the
bio-ink they tried to put on me to override the infidel's memories. It's a trial so they cannot be
certain that it's worked, and so it’s going to be challenging for me to study Economic-Lit, or even

Politico-Lit, as these subjects require mastering the denounce [mutters something inaudible
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under breath]. So if | take any of the Lits, and traces of the infidel remain, the system will tag
me for review every few months, and no one wants that.

Although everyone at school knows what happened to me, the school doesn't want the
broader community to know because they don’t want to lose students. The school doesn't
need this type of media attention because it is one of the top schools in the country. I'm
disappointed about not being allowed to read until after | graduate from school, but it's best for
everyone that [ don’t. It will take some time before | can tell which memories are the correct

ones and which belong to the virus.
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Author’s Notes

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, locales, and
incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious
manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely
coincidental, and exceptions are outlined in the notes below. All font and line spacing
inconsistencies in the anthology are intentional.

In “How to Read Shakespeare Whilst Duck-Sitting in the Post-Atomic Age”,
Gong Gong’s experiences are inspired by my father’s school experiences in British
colonial Malaya between the mid 1940s and early 1950s. My father was a child during
the second world war and spent much of it hiding in the Malayan jungle. He started
secondary school after the war when he gained a place at a British run grammar school
during “The Malayan Emergency”, a 12-year conflict between the Malayan
Communist Party (MCP) fighters and British army. Many ethnic Chinese who had
joined the MCP during the war and fought alongside the allies against the Japanese
Imperial Army during the war, saw the post-war period as an opportune time to
overthrow the British imperialists who had returned to resume colonial rule after
Japan’s surrender. The British understood that many young ethnic Chinese in Malaya
were potential communist recruits because of their marginal positions and launched
their “Hearts and Minds” campaign, giving ethnic minorities more opportunities and
rights, which included access to education and, by extension, access to civil society.
As a student at a British-run grammar school, my father had opportunities that his
friends at Chinese vernacular schools did not have, including the opportunity to attend
universities throughout the Commonwealth, including Britain, on full scholarship. In

the mid-1950s, based on his first-placing in the Cambridge exams, my father was
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accepted into a university in Queensland and issued a British passport with an
Australian student visa. However, instead of boarding the ship to Australia, he
followed his Chinese-educated friend who were going to further their education in the
newly formed People’s Republic of China (PRC). In Beijing, his Cambridge
certification and English competency were of no value, and he had to take a bridging
course in Chinese and Marxist-Maoism before he could qualify for university where
he had aspirations to study Chinese literature. In Malaya, he had studied Shakespeare,
nineteenth-century English novels, and French as a second language, but in the PRC
he studied Chinese he read modern Chinese literature, such as Lu Xun’s “A Madman’s

Diary” JE A Hid—a canonical short story inspired by nineteenth-century Russian

writer Nikolai Gogol—and learnt Russian as a second language. In the early 1960s,
my father arrived in British colonial Hong Kong where his Cambridge qualification
and his English literacy meant that unlike many of his PRC friends, he easily found
work as a secondary school teacher. However, all that he had learnt in Hong Kong, all
that he had learnt in mainland China was of no value, including the Mandarin Chinese
(Putonghua) and the simplified written script.

Many contemporary social media apps are mentioned by the characters in
“Eudaimonia,” including UberSelect, the luxury option of the Uber ride-sharing
service where drivers must drive certain makes of cars. Also in this story is a reference
to Aldous Huxley's 1932 dystopian novel, Brave New World. The title is an ironic
reference to a line from Shakespeare’s The Tempest: "How many goodly creatures are
there here! How beauteous mankind is! O brave new world, that has such people in
it!". Huxley’s seminal novel is set in London around 2540 where thoughts, including
emotions, are repressed, by a totalitarian regime, and the population is controlled by

new technology, and pacified by sex, pharmaceutical products, and consumerism.
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Although eudaimonia, or eudemonia—Greek for happiness and well-being—is a
concept Aristotle interrogates in Nichomochean Ethics, the term itself is not used in
his treatise but was added afterwards.

“The Dance of the Knights” by Sergei Prokofiev from his ballet suite Romeo and
Juliet features in the play “Conversations in the Car-Park.” Some readers may know
this piece of music as the theme song from the British version of The Apprentice; the
original American version featured then property developer Donald Trump.

The epigraph to the final story “Reading and Forgetting” is excerpted from a
scathing review of Russian composer Dimitri Shostakovich’s Lady Macbeth of
Mtsensk in Pravda, the official newspaper of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union.
The review was rumoured to have been penned by Joseph Stalin himself because it
was published shortly after Stalin attended Shostakovich’s popular opera. All Soviet
artists during this period had to adhere to the strict guidelines set by Stalin’s totalitarian
regime and create socialist realist art. Artists accused of being counter-revolutionaries
found themselves in precarious positions, and many artists, mostly writers, were exiled,
imprisoned or executed during the purge that took place around this time. (Some of
Prokofiev’s music, including Romeo and Juliet, was also considered too avant-garde,
and deemed inaccessible for the proletariat. Like Shostakovich, Prokofiev too faced
periods of censorship.)

Triumph of the Will refers to the propaganda film directed by Leni Riefenstahl
and was shot during the 1934 Nuremberg rally. The documentary raises questions
about whether propaganda that promotes evil can be critiqued purely on its technical
merits. Coonardoo, the story Isi has to study in English, is a late 1920s novel by
Western Australian novelist Katharine Susannah Pritchard. Although Aboriginal

Literature was not taught in Australian universities until the 1970s, Pritchard’s novel
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which represents Aboriginal Australians as humans, was in Tasmania and Victorian
secondary school syllabuses in the late 1950s, and in Western Australia in the 1960s.
See Jacqueline Wright’s essay “‘On Coonardoo’ by Katherine Susannah Pritchard” for
a brief overview on the socio-cultural context of production and reception of the novel.

There are also references in the final story to The Secret Diary of Laura Palmer,
a book published in parallel with 7win Peaks, a murder-mystery that aired on
Australian commercial television in the early 1990s, co-created by American avant-
garde artist Mark Frost and film-maker David Lynch.

The micro-chipping of humans is an existing but voluntary minority practice.
During the final editing stages of this project, the Massachusetts Institute of
Technology announced that researchers had developed a computer interface which
could potentially eliminate the need for verbal communication between humans (see

Hardesty 2018).
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Part Two

Dissertation

The Cultural Capital of Reading in the Digital Age: A Qualitative Study






Chapter One: Introduction

Background to the Study

The goal of this study is to gain further insights into teenagers’ reading
practices in the digital age. Drawing on the findings from a small qualitative study
involving 14 teenagers from Western Australia, this dissertation examines the ways in
which French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of cultural capital offers a
productive approach to reflecting critically on how reading is practised and valued in
situated contexts. Many researchers, myself included, are drawn to Bourdieu’s work
as it offers a framework to help explicate how cultural practices are stratified by social
class (O’Donoghue 2011, 191). This study examines how each participant’s reading
choices are shaped by, and shape, group “habitus”, a term used by Bourdieu (1984) to
describe how a set of dispositions of an individual or group, influences actions within
a social space (170).!

Across cultures, there is broad consensus that it is important to inculcate a love
of reading in children as it has been claimed that children who can read enjoy reading,
and so read more, which consequently makes them better readers. These stronger
readers also achieve academic success (De Graaf, De Graaf and Kraaykamp 2000;
Parlette and Howard 2010; Sullivan 2001; Tramonte and Willms 2010), which in turn
leads to a wider range of options beyond their compulsory school years. Longitudinal
studies report that children who learn how to read from an early age and are supported
in their reading at home, are more successful at school (Sparks, Patton and Murdoch

2014; Stanovich, Cunningham and West 1998). Thus, in Western Australia (WA), for

! These questions are also addressed in the creative component of this thesis.
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example, early reading practices are promoted and supported by Better Beginnings, a
state- and corporate-funded organisation, through initiatives such as gifting newborns
with a children’s board book and encouraging parents to take their children to rhyme-
time and story time sessions that are often held in community libraries.? While there
are differing opinions on how large the gap between readers and non-readers grows
over time, researchers agree that rarely do poorer readers catch up with their well-read
counterparts (Rigney 2010, 63). This so-called “Matthew Effect” is documented in
multiple studies across disciplines concerning reading (Cunningham and Stanovich
1997; 2001; Nuttall 1996).?

In Australian primary and secondary schools, reading is regularly assessed by
means of standardised tests.* Not only do students take part in the Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development’s (OECD) Programme for International
Student Assessment (PISA), but since 2008 their reading competency is tested in
Years 3, 5, 7, and 9, in the National Assessment Programme Literacy and Numeracy
(NAPLAN) along with other skills policymakers deem “essential” in school and life
(NAPLAN 2016).°¢ From 2011, Year 4 students’ reading abilities have also been

measured in the Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS), a study run

2 The five regions involved in Better Beginnings 2004 pilot program were Gosnells, Mandurah,
Midland, Carnarvon, Halls Creek and Kalgoorlie (Better Beginnings 2017); these are socio-
economically disadvantaged areas in metropolitan and regional Western Australia.

3 The “Matthew Effect” is a term used in sociology to describe how inequality gaps widen. It was first
used by Robert Merton with reference to a verse from the New Testament; "For unto everyone that hath
shall be given, and he shall have abundance: but from him that hath not shall be taken away even that
which he hath” (Matt. 25:29 in Rigney 2010).

4 Until 2009, the first year for secondary school students in all schools was Year 8. From 2015, the first-
year intake in all secondary schools in WA is Year 7. As such, some schools include Year 10 in their
senior school structure. However, in this dissertation “lower secondary school” or “lower school”
indicates the first year of high school to Year 10, and “senior secondary school” or “senior school” refers
to Year 11 and 12.

3 See also Appendix I for list of acronyms used in this dissertation.

6 The transition from paper-based to online testing begins in May 2018 (NAPLAN 2018).
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by Boston College, on a five-year cycle (Thomson et al. 2017, viii).” 8 Individual
schools can also choose to benchmark students’ reading competency by enrolling them
in the fee-paying International Competitions and Assessments for Schools (ICAS)
English assessments, developed by the University of New South Wales’s global
branch. Since 2016, due to demands by tertiary institutions, employers and the
community for “greater assurances” of the literacy and numeracy standards of
secondary school graduates (SCSA 2018), WA students who fail to achieve Band 8§ in
their Year 9 NAPLAN tests must pass the Online Literacy and Numeracy Assessment
(OLNA) before they can graduate from secondary school. °

Reading, as one component of standardised testing, is thus a high-stakes
activity for individual students and their communities. Although NAPLAN was
introduced to ensure a more equitable education system (Thompson and Harbaugh
2012, 301), there have been unintended consequences. For example, NAPLAN results
are uploaded online in a format that allows the public to compare schools’ results,
which influences parental school choice (Thompson and Harbaugh 2012, 300).!° As
such, NAPLAN is both directly and inadvertently linked to funding because families
who have the financial resources flee schools that are perceived as less desirable.'!

Real estate values are consequently inflated in the local-intake zones of schools that

7 PIRL also includes ePIRL which tests fourth-grade students' ability to read, comprehend, and interpret
online information (Mullis, Martin, Foy and Hooper 2017).

8 In 2016, one class of Year 4 students in 286 schools, in all school sectors took the PIRL test. All Year
4 indigenous students in the selected schools sat the test (Thomson et al. 2017).

9 Although there are alternative pathways to university, most university-track students are admitted
according to their Australian Tertiary Admissions Rank (ATAR). The aggregate used to calculate a
student’s ATAR in WA is the sum of a student’s top four scaled scores that comply with subject
combination rules, plus 10% of the best score in a Language other than English (LOTE) subject, and
10% of the scaled scores in Maths Methods and Maths specialist (TISC 2017). All students must study
at least one English subject, and universities require English competency regardless of entry pathways.
However, each institution sets its own entry requirement for alternative pathways.

10'See http:// myschool.edu.au

"In Western Australia non-government schools receive per capita grants (Department of Education
2018a)
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are perceived as superior (Danielsen, Fairbanks and Zhao 2015).'> Critiques of
standardised high-stakes testing identify it a symptom of “neoliberal logic,” where key
infrastructure including education has been commodified and monetised (Chang and
McLaren 2018, 3).1314

British researchers Alice Sullivan and Matt Brown (2014) report a strong link
between frequency of reading and academic success with the caveat that not all forms
of reading reap the same academic rewards.'> The authors classify reading materials
by genres which are aligned to a low, middle or highbrow status. Brown and Sullivan
(2014) find that reading materials that are middlebrow or lowbrow do not reap the
same academic outcomes as the reading of highbrow material, such as literary fiction.'®
Moreover, their study finds that lowbrow fiction readers and non-readers made the
same progress in terms of vocabulary gain (Sullivan and Brown 2014, 18). Their study
also identifies a distinction between the reading habits of elite university graduates and

those from other universities, and reports that almost half of elite Russell Group

12 Since July 2016, students from any country who are over six-years-old are eligible for entry into any
Australian school as fee-paying international student under subclass student visa 500 if they have a
guardian accompanying them. (Department of Home Affairs 2018). At the time of writing this thesis,
there were no studies on how these additional actors in the marketised education system change or affect
in school reading practices.

13 The term “neoliberal” was first used to describe the ideas advocated by the Mount Pélerin Society, a
group of intellectuals who met in 1947 to discuss the “fate of classical liberalism” (Marangos 2009,
367). The neoliberal project had its origins in the work of economist and philosopher Friedrich von
Hayek and economist Ludwig von Mises in the 1920s and 1930s (Davies 2014, 3), spreading from
Austria into London, Germany, the rest of Europe and the USA over the following decades. Since the
1970s its impacts have been felt variously across the world, in all spheres of life. William Davies
describes neoliberalism as “the disenchantment of politics by economics” (2014, 4); and Wendy Brown
defines it as “an order of normative reason that, when it becomes ascendant, takes shape as a governing
rationality extending a specific formulation of economic values, practices and metrics to every
dimension of human life” (2015, 30). Brown also posits that in the West, in recent years, education is
formulated “as primarily valuable to human capital development, where human capital is what the
individual, the business world, and the state seeks to enhance in order to maximize competitiveness”
(2015, 176).

14 Chang and McLaren point to how, under neoliberal policies, the “social state” is replaced by a
“consumer state” where “corporate reformers” control education (2018, 4).

15 This longitudinal study is part of the multidisciplinary 1970 British Cohort Study (BCS70) which has
been collecting data about participants since they were born in one particular week in 1970.

16 The origins of the terms “highbrow” and “lowbrow" are controversial because these were used in
phrenology, a late nineteenth-century practice that involved the measuring of head shape and size to
infer brain size and intelligence, a practice that later led Nazis to develop their racist theories (Meisel
2009, 3).
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graduates like to read “contemporary literary fiction” compared to only 30 percent of
other university graduates (Sullivan and Brown 2014, 5).!”

The value of reading has been quantified in earlier studies that find a link
between reading and academic outcomes. Anne Cunningham and Keith Stanovich’s
research on reading and academic outcomes is based on the premise that reading
particular print texts exposes students to infrequently used words not found in
“lexically impoverished” oral language (2001, 139). The study used existing indices
that measured a text (both oral and written) based on its lexical and syntactic
complexity. This form of assigning a value to texts has since been developed,
commercialised, and renamed a “Lexile value” which has been promoted to educators
as a tool to “personalise learning”, “measure student growth” and report to parents
(Lexile 2018).

Underlying much existing reading research and many reading programs are
what Canadian-Australian education theorist Allan Luke terms “folk theories of
literacy” (Carrington and Luke 1997, 97; Luke 1995); the simplistic belief that reading
will improve one’s life opportunities, and that a successful reader is one who achieves
set benchmarks in “decoding, summarising and comprehending ‘large chunks of text’”
(Alvermann 2001, 680). These presuppositions are problematic because they fail to
acknowledge newer understandings of literacy and reading as a socio-cultural practice.
Literacy no longer indicates one’s ability to decode and write words, but a broader set

of situated social practices (Freebody and Luke 1990; Luke 2012).'® The definition of

literacy has shifted from the concept of basic literacy, the ability to read and write short

17 See Russell Group Universities (2018).
18 James Freebody and Allan Luke were part of the 1990s “New London Group”, a collective of
educators whose work on multiliteracies challenged existing understandings and teaching of literacy.
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simple sentences about daily life (UNESCO 2004, 12), to functional literacy, the idea
that literate societies provide opportunities for the free exchange of information and
lifeline learning (UNESCO 2006, 159), and critical literacy, which is linked to mastery
of a skillset that facilitates the claim to and extension of human rights (UNESCO
2006).'” Not achieving some degree of competence in literacy, of which reading is only
one element, also limits one's ability to participate in the social, economic, and political
development of a nation (UNESCO 2006) and contribute to civil society (Cullinan
2000). Therefore, reports of “aliteracy”, those who can read but choose not to (Brinda
2011; McKennaet al., 2012; Merga 2014; Pitcher 2007), have much wider implications
beyond an individual’s academic performance.

The definition of reading itself is contested due to the digital revolution of the
late twentieth and early twenty-first century which has changed the way we now
consume and produce texts. Laura Singer and Patricia Alexander (2016, 1060) express
their disappointment in the lack of explicit and implicit definitions of reading in their
systematic review of reading comprehension across both print and digital formats.
They suggest that the lack of explanation of what digital reading is in these studies
reflects researchers’ perception that the difference between traditional and digital
forms of reading is due to the “context of the process” rather than the
“reconceptualization of the basic construct” itself (Singer and Alexander 2017, 1060).
Many earlier studies on reading in digital formats explore the possible implications of
these newer reading practices. Some studies predicted that digital formats might lead
to even more fragmented forms of reading (Liu 2005, 700) and others argued that the
disruption to traditional reading practices would lead to more superficial ones and a

dumbing down of society (Baurlein 2008). However, other researchers predicted that

19 See United Nations Declaration of Human Rights (United Nations 1948).
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print based reading would still exist as they believed that in-depth reading would still
require paper texts (Liu 2005; Sellen and Harper 2003) and that in an increasingly
complex world people would continue to read in paper format (Liu 2005). Yet others
argued that traditional reading practices would be limited to an elite minority and most
people would only read for functional purposes (Griswold et al. 2005). These early
twenty-first century studies, however, predate the invention of the Amazon Kindle in
2007, the smartphone in 2008, and the iPad in 2010.2° More recent studies report that
traditional book reading practices co-exist with digital reading practices (Perrini 2016;
Zickhur et al. 2012).

As traditional definitions of reading do not adequately encapsulate
contemporary reading practices, reader advisory researcher Laurel Tarulli (2014)
argues for a new definition of reading. Tarulli’s definition—and the one that I adopt in
this thesis—conceptualises reading as a practice that involves not only digital versions
of traditional texts, but a “mash-up of formats” (2014, 297), including audio books,
computer games, and online articles. Tarulli defines reading as the “interaction with
text in a variety of formats for a variety of purposes” (2014, 297) and challenges the
idea that reading is on the decline (298), pointing out that digital technology has
enabled more people to access reading materials they would otherwise have not been
able to afford. All books, including texts books, are cheaper in digital format and more
easily accessible to populations who did not have the resources to buy or access books
(Baron, Calixte and Havewala 2017, 591; UNESCO 2014). Technology has allowed

greater access to previously inaccessible texts and this has resulted in significantly

20 Tablets such as Samsung’s GRiD, IBM’s ThinkPad, Apple's Newton and the Palm Pilot were
available to consumers in the late 1980s, and early to mid1990s (Nield 2016). Arguably, however, it
was the Apple company’s iPad that popularised the use of tablet technology.
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increased international literacy rates both the developed and developing world
(UNESCO 2014).

The impacts of reading have also been examined and measured in contexts
outside of the field of education. The reading of narrative fiction has been linked to
increasing one’s empathy and imagination (Kidd and Castano 2013; Mar et al. 2005).
American academics Jeffrey Wilheim and Michael Smith (2016) point out that when
Year 8 students read books that lie outside of the school curriculum, they experience
genuine pleasure and gain a sense of psychological well-being. Similarly, Canadian
researcher Vivian Howard (2011) reports that teenagers who read for pleasure have
enhanced self-awareness, which helps them resolve issues in their own lives, and an
increased awareness of the wider world.?! Reading has also been linked to better
physical health outcomes (De Walt et al. 2004); and, more specifically, book reading

has been linked to longevity (Bavishi, Slade and Levy 2016).22 23

Research Focus and Researcher’s Perspective
Many studies of reading and reading practices adopt an instrumentalist
approach and examine measurable outcomes. There are fewer empirical studies on
reading that conceptualise reading as a complex and contested concept and practice.
Moreover, there is a dearth of research on the reading experiences of older teenagers

who are in their final years of secondary schooling. Existing research on teenage

2l Studies that do examine the teenage reading habits include Merga’s (2014) West Australian book
reading study involving students in Year 8 and 10; Howard’s (2011) Canadian study on pleasure reading
practices of twelve to fifteen years old ; Parlette and Howard’s (2010) study on the reading habits of
undergraduate students, aged 18 to 20-years-old, and academic outcomes and Sullivan’s 2001 statistical
study on reading as a cultural capital focuses on GCSE students, who are mostly fifteen or sixteen years
old.

22 This study finds that those who read books had a 23-month survival advantage over those who read
other types of materials such as newspapers and magazines.

2 For a witty and richly ambivalent exploration of the value of reading see Debra Adelaide’s short story
“The Ministry of Reading” (2014).
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reading habits tend to focus on participants in their early to mid-adolescence or
undergraduate students.>* This dissertation seeks to address this gap and to further
understandings of how older teenagers, those in their final three years of secondary
education, value different forms of reading by exploring how each participant engages
in this multifaceted cultural practice.

The study presupposes that all participants engage in multiple forms and
approaches to reading in school and at home.>> The central questions this study seeks
to address are:

1) How do participants evaluate the different reading practices they engage

n?
2) In what ways are reading preferences shaped by an individual’s disposition

and the influences of their socio-cultural situation?

As with all qualitative studies, this one is shaped by the researcher’s
positionality. The questions specific to this qualitative study are borne out of my
lifelong fascination with the contextually and temporally sensitive nature of the
cultural capital attached to reading and other literacy practices in different social
contexts. As a Hong Kong born child growing up in Greater London, and later in Perth,
Western Australia, I spoke a hybrid form of Cantonese Chinese with my grandmother

and mother, English with my older sister, and a combination of both with my father.

24 1t is probable that this is in part due to the difficulties of recruiting willing participants in this age
group, but also because the focus of many of reading studies is on school-based academic outcomes,
and those in their later teens have already chosen or been streamed into either a university (academic)
or non-university (vocational) pathway.

25 Although “reading” can be used to indicate the reading of multimodal texts, I conceived this project
with a working definition of reading as the decoding of written text in all formats and contexts, and
allow for participants to articulate their conceptualisation of reading, so that their evaluation of various
reading practices can be examined.
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In my working-class diasporic Chinese family, reading was an activity that was highly

valued and explicitly linked to academic success. My screen time was restricted, so

when I professed boredom I was instructed to read or “duk sheu” (&5 ) words that

can also be used in place of “study” or “school.” When my family migrated from
England to Australia, the only possessions my parents shipped were our books,
notably, thirty leather-bound gold-edged volumes of the Encyclopaedia Britannica.

Despite growing up in a household where reading was highly valued, I was
aware that being well read or educated was not always an advantage in life. I knew
that my illiterate maternal great-grandfather thrived in French colonial Vietnam as a
merchant in the mid-to-late nineteenth century, but that my paternal grandfather, a
graduate of the elite Nanjing University, struggled to provide for his family when he
sojourned to British Malaya in the early twentieth century. However, I also knew that
my paternal grandmother was able to raise her six young children after she was
widowed because she was educated and qualified to teach in schools run by the
Chinese community in post-war Malaya. Although her salary was low, it was enough
to raise her six young children.?

I continued to read books when I entered high school because there was little
else to do in my leisure time. I had been introduced to classical literature in primary
school by my father and sister, and through my classical-music education, which
included learning about various Western art periods.?’ This knowledge, however, was
not of any obvious value at school outside of the music lessons, and was only relevant

in the senior school English literature classroom. In the schoolyard, there was kudos

26 My paternal grandmother had the opportunity to attend teacher training college in China because the
missionaries who converted her family to Christianity advocated female education.

%7 The piano playing Chinese prodigy has become somewhat of a caricature in Western culture and one
Amy Tan explores in the phenomenon in her fiction, and Amy Chua, in her non-fiction books Battle
Hymn of the Tiger Mother (2011) and The Triple Package (2014).
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attached to reading fiction with adult themes, such as Judy Blume's Forever (1975),
books from Virginia Andrew’s Flower in the Attic series, or teen pop-culture
magazines such as Dolly or TV Hits.?® 1 did not disclose to my friends that I still
enjoyed reading children’s novels such as the Anne of Green Gables series, except
when it was framed within the context of the television series which featured Jonathon
Crombie, the Canadian actor who played Gilbert Blythe, who had a cult following. I
instinctively understood what was acceptable in the different social

spaces, or in Bourdieusian terms fields.

One Christmas, I acceded to my father’s request that I ask one of my music
teachers if he read Reader’s Digest (a general-interest magazine whose parent
company also published condensed books), because he wanted to buy the teacher a gift
subscription. I recall the look of disgust on my teacher’s face as he said something to
the effect of “No, not that doctor’s waiting-room rubbish. Why do you ask?” My face
flushed red with embarrassment and I lied that I was conducting a survey for an English
project on reading habits. That Christmas, I presented the teacher with a coffee table
book on French Impressionist art, which might not have been what he was interested
in but given that [ took lessons at a music conservatorium was perhaps considered more
appropriate.

Around this time, I was streamed into an advanced English class taught by a
woman made in the mould of Robin Williams’ character in Dead Poets Society.?® She

fulfilled the requirements of the quintessential English teacher as she allowed us to

28 Although Flowers in the Attic was published in 1979, it was still popular when I was at high school
in the late 1980s and early 1990s, possibly because of the 1987 film and subsequent novels in the series
were published in the 1980s.

2 Dead Poets Society, a 1989 film set in the late 1950s, is about an English teacher in a conservative
elite boys’ school who encourages students to think for themselves, rejecting the formal curriculum in
favour of personal and creative responses to Literature.
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think for ourselves, fostered creativity and instilled in us a love of reading and writing,
while also teaching us the skills we would need in senior school such as essay writing
and practical criticism. The following year, however, the English classroom experience
was very different as I advanced into Tertiary Entrance Exam (TEE) Literature at a
new school.’® I chose to study Literature over TEE English because I enjoyed book
reading, and because of my view that only the reading of serious literature was a
legitimate subject of study. I also chose Literature because 1 had an aversion to
multiple-choice tests, then a key component in the TEE English exam, and because I
knew that my marks would be scaled up if I chose Literature over English.

After graduating from secondary school, I decided to go to university because
that is what everyone at my school did, and I decided to study at a university with a
reputable English program.’! In the first week at university, a lecturer told us that we
had chosen to study at one of the more progressive universities and that everything we
had learnt in high school English was most likely out-dated. It was at university that [
was formally introduced to critical theory. When I re-read some books from high
school Literature, I thought how dull the study of Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness
had been in high school as we examined the book with a fine-tooth comb, looking for
symbolism of one man's descent into madness without any historical or critical
perspective, even though in Year 12 I had not disliked reading the novella.?? Although

I studied English at university, I no longer considered myself “well read” since I was

39T changed schools after lower secondary school because I wanted to attend a school closer to home.
Although my local school offered the TEE subjects that I wanted to do, I was accepted into an inner-
city school where I completed Years 11 and 12 on the condition that I participate in the school’s extra-
curricular music program.

31 In the early 1990s education was compulsory only until Year 10, so many who were not university
bound left school to attend TAFE or enter the workforce.

32 This “close-reading” practice is part of New Criticism, a formalist literary theory which dismisses the
context of a text’s production or reception and instead focuses on the supposed ‘intrinsic value’ of a text.
This “cultural heritage” approach to reading is one that dominated the WA English curriculum until the
late 1960s (Dowsett 2016).

75



reading fewer books than at any other stage of my life because of the nature of some
of the units I studied, and also because of my online and real-life social activities. In
my first year of university, I met computer engineering students who introduced me to
Baymoo, a text-based virtual reality world hosted by San Francisco State University.??
The space is best described as a text-based version of Second Life, that involves
creative writing and basic coding skills, and one that was populated by university
students who interacted with others both in and out of character. Although most
inhabitants of Baymoo were based in the USA or Europe, I had local friends who also
spent considerable time in this space, so I often signed into Baymoo to arrange our real-
life social events.

In my final year at university in the mid-1990s, I wanted to read more books
and when I expressed this to a classmate, she gave me a copy of Robert Dessaix’s “The
Love List” (1998).3* In this piece, Dessaix tells the reader to simply read “what you
love” and not to be “put off” by those who “press their own loves on you, amazed that
you're not instantly seduced” (1998, 85). Dessaix (1998, 85) reassures readers that they
do not have to read Roland Barthes, Margaret Mead, Janet Frame or Dante. Dessaix’s
writing inspired me to find the time to read books of my own choosing, and so I
devoured any books, articles and websites that wrote about the diasporic Chinese
experience, which at the time was a very limited selection. I discovered that Chinese-
American author Amy Tan had, like me, grown up in a household that received the
Reader’s Digest, and that her father had subscribed to it for the same reasons my father

had: to increase his children’s exposure to new English vocabulary.®> 1 was at what

33 See Baymoo (n.d.).

34 The essay appears in Dessaix’s 1998 book ... And so forth.

35 In interviews, Tan has often spoken about the centrality of Reader’s Digest in her early life. See, for
example, Mandall 1991.1n the Joy Luck Club, Jing-Mei’s mother, a cleaner, brings home magazines
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developmental psychologist Erik Erikson (1963) terms the “identity crisis versus role
confusion” stage of my development, so these texts played a pivotal role in resolving
my so-called identity crisis.’® Although I could not relate directly to the stories, they
were told from perspectives that were close to my own. In an era that predated online
shopping, I would on occasion email my North American-based sister to source
relevant books that I discovered on websites created by people with similar reading
interests to mine.?” While some of these books and their authors are still obscure in
Australia, others, such Tan and Maxine Hong-Kingston, are on some reading lists in
schools today.*®My lived experiences have informed all stages of my research.*®
Structure of Dissertation

This dissertation comprises five chapters. In this chapter I have presented the
focus and aims of this project, offered a small, selective overview of studies of reading
pertinent to the study, and introduced Bourdieu’s ideas of cultural capital as the
theoretical framework. I also presented an account of my reading experiences, and in
doing so have situated my subjectivity, a process essential in qualitative research
(Cumming-Potvin 2013; Powell and Truscott 2016) and highlighted how the value of

reading is contextually and temporally sensitive.

from work, including Reader’s Digest, and places them in the family’s bathroom. I could relate to this
as my parents worked in a hospital and would bring home discarded magazines.

36 This is not to say that books by other authors did not play a role at this important stage of my psycho-
social development. Randolph Stow’s novel The Merry-Go-Round in the Sea, (1965) introduced me to
ideas about belonging, and provoked me to think thought deeply about individuals who reject grand
narratives about national identity, or do not conform to their imposed identities. See Pavlides’ (2013)
study of Australian literature published between 1988 and 2008 that challenge traditional notions about
Australian national identity.

37 These websites, which could now be classified as blogs, were often manually coded websites hosted
by university servers.

38 Tan’s novel The Joy Luck Club (1989) is studied in some Australian schools and the film adaptation
was until recently on the WACE General Literature suggested text list. Hong Kingston’s novel The
Woman Warrior is, at the time of writing, on the WACE Literature suggested text list (SCSA 2017).
See also Helen Sykes’ (2011) recommended text list. Texts that are classified in some way “Asian” have
been included into reading lists because Asia is a cross-curriculum priority (ACARA 2018a).

39 The scale and scope of this study does not allow for deeper engagement on how my race, gender,
and “Chineseness” have influenced my research focus and methods.

77



In chapter two, I define Bourdieu’s key concepts—cultural capital, field and
habitus—and outline how the difficulties in conceptualising class in Australia
problematise the use of Bourdieusian theory in the local context. I also present an
overview of studies relevant to this study, that use Bourdieusian concepts as a point of
departure.

In chapter three, I identify this study as one that that is both interpretivist and
critical and examine where it sits on the qualitative research continuum. I detail my
research design and process, including the ethical considerations in recruiting and
interviewing participants who were minors at the time of the interviews. I also outline
and justify my approach to data collection and analysis.

Chapter four is the presentation of this study’s findings and comprises two
sections. In the first section, I provide a summary of the participant cohort before
presenting participant profiles. These rich descriptions of participants highlight the
multitude of factors that influence how participants define and evaluate different forms
of reading. In the second section of this chapter, I present the two key themes that
emerged from the study: firstly, that the participants’ self-identification as readers or
non-readers adhere to traditional notions of reading, and secondly, that they define
reading according to subjective qualifiers that have been influenced by each
participant’s home and school culture.

In the final chapter, I discuss the key findings through a Bourdieusian lens, and
explicate how the relationship amongst individuals and institutions within specific
fields generates individual reading identities. I conclude this study by considering the
implications and applications of this study and make recommendations for further

research on reading and reading practices.
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I anticipate that this study will deepen understandings of reading as a situated
socio-cultural practice and that the detailed descriptions and conclusions generated
from this study will enable those with a vested interest in the reading practices of older
teenagers—such as parents, teachers, and teenagers themselves—to gain insights into
the meaning and significance of contemporary reading practices in both individual and
social terms, and to critically reflect upon their positioning of various reading practices.

Reading may be an intimate, social, pleasurable, high-stakes, recreational,
study, or work-related activity that involves multiple skills and it is a socially situated
practice. Each reading practice is valued in various ways, by different actors in
different times and situations, and the struggle for a dominant definition of reading
takes place in a dynamic social space that is shaped by geo-political forces. Although
it is not possible to present an exhaustive review of existing studies on reading due to
the limited scale of this project, the select studies highlighted in this chapter illustrate
the intricacies of reading and the complexities involved in attempting to settle on a

stable definition for the term.
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Chapter Two: Bourdieu’s Theory of Cultural Capital

Introduction

In the previous chapter, I presented this study’s aims and a selected overview
of existing empirical reading studies and also highlighted some of the competing
approaches researchers from various disciplines have used to define reading, evaluate
reading competency, and measure the attitudes towards and benefits of reading. In this
qualitative study, I define reading as a situated socio-cultural practice that involves the
reading of texts in both traditional print and multi-modal online and offline formats
(Tarulli 2014), and I use cultural capital theory as the conceptual framework.

There are two sections to this chapter. In the first, I define and explain concepts
central to evaluating cultural practices, and hence, to determining cultural capital—
forms of capital, habitus, and fields—and introduce Bourdieu’s definition of faste and
symbolic violence. In the second, I outline the ways Bourdieu’s ideas have been used
in subsequent research relevant to this study. In this section, I also point to the
challenges of discussing cultural practices as a marker of class in contemporary
Australian society and how Australian academics have adapted the notion of cultural
capital to the local context. In defining and describing Bourdieu’s theory and its usages,

I explain the theoretical perspective upon which this study is built.

Bourdieu’s Cultural Capital: Key Concepts
Cultural capital theory first appears in Distinctions (1984), Bourdieu’s study
on the cultural preferences of the French, in which he analyses how the cultural

practices of individuals from one class in society distinguish them from those in
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another.' Bourdieu surveyed the cultural consumption of participants from the three
strata of 1960s French society—working, middle and upper class—and identified
patterns in their cultural preferences.? Significantly, Bourdieu did not define his use of
the term “culture” and the term thus remains contested.® The definition of culture I
adopt in this study is one that understands culture as a “shared meaning and information
system shared by a group of people that allows individuals to survive, pursue happiness
and find meaning in their lives” (Matsumoto and Juang 2013, 15).

Bourdieu’s thesis focuses on how the education system reinforces and
reproduces class inequality, as it advantages students who are from homes that have
the cultural resources, or capital, to be successful at school. Bourdieu (1986) identifies
three forms of cultural capital: embodied, objectified, and institutional. Embodied
forms of cultural capital are intangible and unquantifiable, and include an individual’s
practices, general disposition, skills and knowledge, and accent. Objectified cultural
capital refers to the possession of a material object that is acceptable to dominant agents
within a social space (Bourdieu 1986). Institutional cultural capital refers to
credentials, such as qualifications awarded by educational institutions.* Bourdieu
classifies cultural practices, such as reading, under the embodied form of cultural
capital, and posits that all three forms of capital can be inherited and accumulated.
Reading is also associated with objectified and institutional forms of cultural capital

because reading requires material (books or devices) and individuals can only obtain a

! The book was first published in French in 1979 as La Distinction, Critique Sociale du Jugement but
was only translated into English in 1984.

2 Bourdieu surveyed cultural practices such as reading, cinema viewing, theatre and concert attendance,
mass media consumption habits, choice of recreational activities, and style and food preferences. See
Bourdieu (2014, 525-545) for statistical data.

3 Henry Louis Gates Jnr. (1996) comments that “culture is one of those words we all know the meaning
of until we probe further” (56). See Field Work: Sites in Literary and Cultural Studies (Gerber, Franklin
and Walkowitz 1996), an edited collection in which researchers from across disciplines problematise
and illustrate the complexity of the term and its usage within academia.

4 See Bourdieu 1986.
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recognised education qualification if they have demonstrated a certain level of reading
competency.

Different cultural practices are valued and reproduced within different social
spaces. Bourdieu argues that the legitimisation or disavowal of specific cultural
practices is played out in a field, a social universe with its own logic (Bourdieu 1993a,
163). A cultural resource or practice only has value and can be converted into a form
of capital if it is recognised by others in the field.” This field can be visualised as a
football pitch populated by players who are social agents (individuals) and both formal
and informal institutions. As on a football pitch, each social universe involves a unique
set of players and each are equipped with different level of skills and knowledge (their
cultural capital) which informs their dispositions. Each player occupies different
positions in the field and only those who know the rules or “logic of the field” can take
part in the game; those with more knowledge of the game are in more advantageous
positions. Newcomers to the field must familiarise themselves with that social universe
before they can successfully play the game, and any advantage within a field is
dependent on what specific cultural capital an individual possesses. Bourdieu also
observes that those who earn their cultural capital differ from those who inherit it
because of the imperceptible ways in which class manifests itself (1984, 110), such as
through one’s manner and accent or in one’s choice of cultural and general lifestyle
practices.

Cultural preferences play a role in the class conditioning of an individual who

is then in possession of habitus, or a set of dispositions, which shapes their actions

5 The other types of capital that Bourdieu identifies are economic and social capital.

82



(Bourdieu 1990, 53).° Bourdieu posits that individual and group habitus dictate play
within a field and thus social agents do not move within any social space in a “random
way” (1984, 110). Bourdieu likens such external factors to a magnetic field because
these forces, which are beyond the control of agents, constrain actions within the field
(1984, 241).7 He identifies an individual’s fastes as “manifested preferences”
(Bourdieu 1984, 56) and argues that dominant groups assign cultural capital to their
practices by disavowing the preferences of those lower in the social hierarchy. He
argues that “it is no accident that when [tastes] have to be justified, they are asserted
purely negatively, by the refusal of other tastes” (Bourdieu 1984, 56).8 Moreover, he
asserts that cultural practices are not as innocent as they first seem, as taste “classifies
the classifier” (Bourdieu 1984, 6). Bourdieu states that while “taste” implies choice,
many individuals who are from the dominated classes do not have this freedom of
opportunity as they lack both the economic and cultural capital required to access the
lifestyles valued by the dominant class (1984, 179-179).°

Bourdieu draws attention to the complicit role educational institutions play in
maintaining class distinctions through the sanctioning of the “hereditary transmission
of cultural capital” (Bourdieu 1986, 243). Those who do not come from homes in

possession of cultural capital, but who have the financial means, can still access costly

¢ Habitus is the Latin word for Hexis, a term used by Aristotle to describe ethical or intellectual virtue,
and is an acquired ability, skill, habit or incorporated disposition which makes people act in ways and
is something that is borne from practice (Eikeland 2008, 53).

7 Bourdieu’s argument can also be likened to Newton’s law of inertia in that Bourdieu believes that
shifts in an individual’s life trajectory only occurs when when acted upon by external forces. For
Bourdieu, these are both fortunate or unfortunate events such as finding a benefactor or the outbreak of
war respectively (Bourdieu 1984, 110).

8 There are similarities between Bourdieu’s work and nineteenth-century economist and sociologist
Thorstein Veblen’s 1899 treatise Theory of the Leisure Class (Trigg 2001). Veblen, like Bourdieu,
argues that people distinguish themselves from others though their lifestyle choices. Veblen posits that
each class in society feels pressure to copy the class practices of those higher up on the hierarchy through
the consumptions of goods and leisure activities that are most distanced from work (Veblen 1899, 85).
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cultural pursuits valued by the school system, such as attending the theatre or buying
books they are likely to study in school (Bourdieu 1984, 122). Rejecting essentialist
ideas about intelligence, Bourdieu argues that tests that measure cognitive ability, such
as the Stanford-Binet 1Q test, advantage those who are in possession of significant
amounts of cultural capital. Students who are from lower-socioeconomic groups do not
possess the level of cultural and linguistic competency (embodied cultural capital)
recognised by school systems and as a result, do not do as well in these tests. Bourdieu
terms this disadvantaging practice “IQ Racism” (1993b, 177-178).!° In administering
these types of tests, schools enable and commit symbolic violence—a term Bourdieu
uses to describe the visceral rejection of specific cultural practices, and arbitrarily
privilege cultural practices that are familiar to and benefit the dominant group in
society (Bourdieu and Passeron 1990, 5). Cultural practices that are condemned as too
familiar or easily accessible to the mainstream population are generally marginalised
within elite institutions. For example, Bourdieu points out that easy-listening music
and accessible forms of writing hold little value in the economy of practices and so are
disparaged as wvulgar, childish, primitive, frivolous, shallow, superficial, or
meretricious (Bourdieu 1984, 486). Within the field of education, critics of the
theory of cultural capital point out that Bourdieu is too deterministic and that his notion
of habitus leaves little to individual agency (Connell 1987, 94).!' Bourdieu, however,
argues that habitus does not “govern practices along the paths of mechanical

determinism” but that it does generate “thoughts perceptions, expressions, and actions”

10 The term “IQ racism” is used by Bourdieu to indicate that those who practice this form of
discrimination essentialise people the way racists do. It must also be noted here that Bourdieu’s
experiences during the Algerian war for independence in the 1950s influenced all his subsequent work.
See Bourdieu 2002.

! Terry Lovell (2000) outlines critiques of Bourdieusian theory in feminist studies, but also highlights
the ways cultural capital theory has been used by feminist scholars in studies on class and gender.
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that are limited by historically and socially situated conditions (Bourdieu 1990, 55).
Moreover, he argues that it would be naive to believe that “traces of life” exist within
a vacuum (Bourdieu 1990, 55). Bourdieu’s theory, however, has also been accused of
being too vague, dated, and lacking in empirical evidence (Sullivan 2002; Goldthorpe
2007). Sullivan and Brown (2014) described it as “somewhat opaque” and British
sociologist John Goldthorpe (2007, 12) believes that Bourdieu’s theory of cultural
capital is no longer pertinent to contemporary society because it predates the expansion
of education systems that have facilitated upward mobility. Goldthorpe’s critique,
however, fails to recognise that Bourdieu’s argument is in fact that the opening-up of
centralised school systems that has compounded, rather than reduced, social
inequalities (Calhoun 2006, 1409).!2
Using Bourdieu in Research

Contemporary studies and Bourdieu

Researchers from different fields have used Bourdieusian theory to explain and
explore how individuals and institutions, or agents, act relationally within a social
space.'® There are fewer studies that focus on reading as a form of cultural capital
compared to other cultural practices. However, studies conducted in Britain and
Northern European countries find that reading is still a form of cultural capital, more
so than the beaux-arts (fine-arts) of 1960s France, because reading is aligned with
knowledge attainment, cultural knowledge and linguistic ability (De Graaf, De Graaf
and Kraaykamp 2000; Prieur et al. 2008; Sullivan 2001). However, critics of studies

that evaluate the cultural capital of reading, such as British sociologist Will Atkinson,

12 Distinctions (Bourdieu 1984) was written during the period of education reforms in France. Education
reforms in 1963 which saw the establishment of three streams of secondary schooling: classical, modern
and practical, and later classical-modern, technical and vocational (Resnik 2007, 156-157).

13 Bourdieu’s fundamental concepts have been used in of fields as diverse as accounting and finance
(Malsch et al. 2011), translation studies (Inghillieri 2005) and health (Cockeram 2005). For more
examples of how Bourdieu is used outside of education, view delegates’ abstracts from the Bourdieu
Study Group’s inaugural conference also (British Sociology Association 2016).
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argue that different interpretations and piecemeal usage of Bourdieusian concepts fail
to consider the nuances of reading practices and classify reading under vague
categories that are too broad (Atkinson 2016). Furthermore, these studies use simple
measures, such as education levels, as indicators of cultural capital (Atkinson 2016,
250) and fail to consider the multi-dimensionality of Bourdieusian theory. Atkinson
(2016) argues that even more comprehensive studies of reading and cultural capital,
such as the longitudinal British cohort study (BC70) mentioned in the previous chapter,
fail to recognise factions within social-class groupings and other nuances that influence
reading practices.He also points to how the BC70 study only looks at the reading
practices of participants who are 42-years-old, and as such does not explore emerging
forms of cultural capital (Atkinson 2016).

Annick Prieur and Mike Savage (2011) also recognise the dynamic nature of
cultural capital and call for a conceptualisation of the term that reflects its relative
value. They dismiss the idea perpetuated by researchers who argue that Bourdieu’s
theory of cultural capital no longer holds true because the legitimate culture practiced
by the French elite is less valued across the contemporary world. Instead, Prieur and
Savage (2011, 577) argue for a “field-analytic concept of capital”, in which researchers
do not simply directly transport Bourdieu’s content of cultural capital into their situated
contexts but rather transpose his concept of cultural capital.

John Guillory (1994) points out the relative value of cultural capital in his
critical analysis of the role education systems play in forming and reinforcing the
Western literary canon, a set of literary works that are valued above other works.
Guillory posits that a canonical work is itself a form of symbolic capital and not
because of any intrinsic property, but because of where it is positioned in relation to

other works within a historically situated curriculum (Guillory 1994, 46). Guillory
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places the education system and the ways in which it distributes and regulates access
to forms of cultural capital at the centre of debates about the canon (1994, vii), pointing
to how agents within higher education legitimise or marginalise specific works by
including or excluding them in undergraduate English courses.

Guillory is dismissive of debates over whether a book should be included in the
literary canon based on its intrinsic (aesthetic) or extrinsic (representational) worth,
and instead places contestations over the value of certain texts within a dynamic, multi-
dimensional and situated field, manipulated by education systems. He explains that
challenges to the Western literary canon are due to the increasingly heterogeneous
constitution (habitus)—or what Guillory terms ‘“caste”—of those in the previously
homogenous field of English literary studies that has led to revaluations of the Western
literary canon. For Guillory, those on the left who push to legitimise non-canonical
works by forming an “alternative” canon deny these newer works from ever attaining
canonical status and are therefore are as blind and “unresponsive” as those on the right
to the heterogeneous constitution of cultural capital (1994, 47). He points out that
“there can be no general theory of canon formation that would predict or account for
the canonisation of any particular work, without specifying first the unique historical
conditions of that work’s production and reception” (1994, 85).

WA education researcher Patricia Dowsett (2016) does not explicitly use
Bourdieusian theory in her review of the state’s English curriculum between 1912—
2012. However, Dowsett’s research is nonetheless an examination of how institutions
and individuals within institutions [agents] possessing competing ideologies have

shaped and sought to seek control of English in secondary schools [the field] (193).14

14 Bourdieu is mentioned in Dowsett’s doctoral thesis and in Rod Quin’s foreword in Required Reading
(Quin in Dolin et al. 2017), a collection of essays co-edited by Dowsett that examines how literature has
been taught in Australian schools since 1945.
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Dowsett draws attention to a “cultural heritage” model of instruction that dominated
English teaching in schools for over half a century. This mode was “embedded in
Leavisite and Anglophilic tendencies” that were influenced by Oxbridge ideals that
reinforced British imperial ideology, beginning with Walter Murdoch’s appointment
as the head of the University of Western Australia’s (UWA), then the state’s only
university, English department.'>

More progressive social attitudes in the late 1960s disrupted traditionalist
perspectives on the function and pedagogy of English teaching, and these more liberal
ways of thinking were reflected in the curriculum (Dowsett 2016, 10). English was
split into two subjects, English and English Literature due to the successful lobbying
of “vocational and science advocates” who deemed the study of Literature irrelevant
to those who were not in the literary field (Dowsett 2016, 10). English became a subject
that focused on contemporary fiction and non-fiction texts, including media texts, and
Literature became an optional specialist subject that focussed on classical literature
and literary fiction (Dowsett 2016; Yiannakis 2014).'¢ English was from then on
viewed as the more “working-class” or “softer” option and English Literature became
the high-status subject (Dowsett 2016, 90), a position it has maintained regardless of
subsequent socio-cultural shifts. As such, despite the many incarnations of the WA
English curriculum, the value of reading works identified as “literature” is still cultural

capital because of its legitimisation by the education system.

15 Leavisite refers to F.R. Leavis who taught Allan Edwards, the Chair of English at UWA 1941-1971.
Guillory examines the ideology of Leavisites and New Ceritics, and how these two formalists schools of
literary criticism reinforced the notion of a civilising literary canon (1993, 134-175).

16 Walter Murdoch laments, in his essay “The Tyranny of the Low-Brow”, the anti-intellectual tide in
Australia where it was “quite usual to boast of being a low-brow” (1937, 40). Murdoch encapsulates the
idea that “superior” talents are field based and acknowledges other forms of intelligence, such as his
mechanic’s ability to fix his car or peasant’s mastery of Italian, and comments that “so long as they
[people such as his mechanic or an Italian peasant] stay there [within their social space], you will never
suspect the low-brow for being what he is” (Murdoch 1937, 43). The idea of introducing broader and
popular texts into the English curriculum would have been to his chagrin.
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American sociologists Annette Lareau and Elliot Weiniger depart from
conceptualising cultural capital as a specific cultural activity and adopt the approach
that cultural capital should include any practice or competency that allows for the
“appropriation of the cultural heritage of a society” (2003, 578). They believe that the
term should be used to indicate the possession of any resource which has the potential
to advantage an individual within a specific social space because traditional cultural
pursuits are no longer afforded their previous level of respect (Weiniger and Lareau
2003, 578). They argue for a definition that conceptualises cultural capital as any
inheritable resource that “provides access to scarce rewards, and that is subject to
monopolisation” (2003, 567). Lareau (2011; 2015) uses the Bourdieusian-inspired
phrase, “cultural logic of child rearing” (2011, 3) to describe middle-class parenting
practices and her work focuses on how middle-class parents deliberately “stimulate”
their child’s cognitive and social development to enhance their cultural capital.
Moreover, these children are further advantaged because they are inculcated with a
sense of entitlement at home and the confidence that allows them to negotiate different

relationships to their peers who are not in possession of this capital (Lareau 2011, 6).

The Challenges of Using Bourdieusian Theory in the Australian Context

It can no longer be broadly claimed that cultural practices are homologous to social
class because most cultural practices are less clearly or securely defined by social-class
boundaries than they were in the past. The social structures and perceptions of class
within the context of this study differ significantly from those of Bourdieu’s; as
Bourdieu’s concepts germinated from his research of 1960s France with an easily
identifiable and entrenched social-class structure and my research is situated in

Australia where historically, notions about class are “downplayed” and “significantly
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avoided” (Butler 2015, 345). As such, traditional assumptions about class do not
necessarily apply in the Australian context, and those who occupy dominant positions
in society do not necessarily engage in the cultural practices associated with the
traditional middle-upper classes (Pini, McDonald and Mayes 2012; Forsey 2015).

There has only been substantive engagement with Bourdieu’s by Australian
scholars since the late 1990s (Woodward and Emmison 2009, 1). This is in part because
Australian researchers tend to look towards the US and Britain, rather than to Europe,
for research paradigms (Woodward and Emmison 2009, 2), but also because there are
more “structural variables” in contemporary Australian society than in the cultural-
historical context within which Bourdieu originally conceived his concepts (Bennett et
al. 2013). Australian studies that adopt a Bourdieusian theoretical framework do not
find that dominant groups are the same across multi-fields because class structures in
Australia are less rigid and there is more opportunity for social mobility (Bennett et al.
2013).

Moreover, the inchoate use of cultural capital theory has disrupted the connotations
of the term. Despite these contextual differences, Bourdieu’s theory of cultural capital
can be used to examine the subtle ways social class manifests in taken-for-granted
contemporary practices such as reading. In this study, I adopt Lareau and Weinger’s
(2003), and Prieur and Savage’s (2011) conceptualisation of cultural capital as relative,
and not an absolute term. Cultural capital is any practice that is valued within a specific
field, and it can take the form of cultural activities, such as a reading approach, that
can be used to an individual’s advantage and in exchange for another kind of capital,
such as economic or social capital. It is with these contemporary notions of cultural

capital and localised understandings of social-class in mind that I examine the reading
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practices of Australian teenagers who live in a text-rich and the globally connected

digital world.
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Chapter Three: Research Methods

Introduction

In the previous chapter, I described concepts central to Bourdieu’s theory of
cultural capital and outlined how it has been used in existing studies. I identified that
the broad usage of Bourdieusian terms in extant research has resulted in many variants
of the application of the notion of cultural capital. I highlighted the fact that there are
fewer studies of reading as a form of cultural capital than there are of other cultural
practices, and I pointed out the challenges of using Bourdieusian theory in the Australia
context. In this chapter, I detail and justify the research methods I use in this study by
addressing the philosophical underpinnings of the qualitative or interpretivist
approach. I then outline the processes I used to obtain permission to carry out the
research, and then to generate, gather and analyse the research data.

Qualitative Research: a phenomenological interpretivist and critical

approach

In using a Bourdieusian framework, this study is both interpretivist and critical,
and mostly aligns to the “middle-ground” area on the qualitative continuum on which
art and science are at opposing ends (Ellingson 2009).! The purpose of interpretivist
research is to access, describe, and further understandings of a lived experience
(Creswell 1998; Denzin and Lincoln 2013) and is based on the belief that there are
multiple context-bound socially constructed realities. This study is underpinned by the
phenomenological belief that social reality is subjectively interpreted, and the

epistemological perspective that knowledge is gained through human consciousness

! See Appendix II for further explanation on where the whole thesis sits along the qualitative continuum.
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(Creswell 1998; Glesne 2016; Patton 2002).2 Researchers who adopt this approach do
not maintain a purely neutral stance as they take each study participant’s responses as
their own interpretation of the phenomena (Orlikowski and Baroudi 1991).

Phenomenological research aims to further insights into a phenomenon by
providing a detailed and descriptive account of what a lived experience means for the
person who has experienced it (Moustakas 1994, 13). While some researchers see the
ontological perspectives of interpretivist and critical approaches as irreconcilable
(Merriam 2009), others argue that interpretivist studies can also be critical, and the
degree of criticality is dependent on the theoretical lens a researcher chooses (Walsham
2005, 14).

Research Questions

The aim of this research is to reflect on and critically analyse, thus deepening
our understandings, the individual reading practices of selected contemporary older
teenagers living and studying in Perth, Western Australia (WA), by interviewing
fourteen individuals in Years 10, 11 or 12.> This study was designed for secondary
school students at institutions where English as a compulsory subject, and it was based
on the assumption that that every participant would be engaged in some form of reading
practice even if they claimed to be non-readers.*

The questions that guided this study were:

2There is no singular definition of or approach to qualitative research. Qualitative or interpretivist
approaches are founded upon nineteenth-century philosophy, and in the 1920s these approaches
emerged as an alternative to quantitative methods used in the natural sciences (Merriam 2009; Patton
2002).

3 As I mentioned in chapter one, the reason I chose to examine this age group is that there are fewer
extant reading studies that focus on this demographic.

4 See Coffey et al. (2011) and Trenwith and Rickard (2011) for an overview of changes to secondary
school entry-year levels.
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1) How do participants define, make sense of, and value various reading
practices, given the many different forms available in the contemporary
world?

2) How do participants’ habitus and their family members’ cultural capital
shape and inform participants’ reading preferences?® (See Appendix III for
interview questions.)®

Reflexivity
Although it is sometimes dismissed by some researchers as self-indulgent,
reflexivity it is an essential part of the validation process in qualitative research and
acknowledges that a researcher’s subjectivity influences all stages of the research
project (Bourke 2014, 2). Reflexivity involves identifying, rather than controlling
or eliminating, social factors (Cumming-Potvin 2013) and, in being reflexive,
researchers consider where they are positioned in the “grids of power relations” at
all stages of the project (Sultana 2007, 376). I recognised, in conceiving this study,
that while aspects of my identity are fixed (such as my ethnicity and gender), others
were more fluid and subject to change (such as my life trajectory and perspectives).
I was aware of my insider status due to the multiple roles I have held in both my
professional and private lives, as well as my outsider status as someone unfamiliar
with the social spaces the participants frequented and their various cultural

practices.”

5 These questions are reiterations, in Bourdieusian terms, of the questions posed in chapter one,
“Research Focus”.

¢ Having provided the conceptual and theoretical background to the dissertation in previous chapters, I
now offer a slightly more expansive version of the research questions that were listed in chapter one.

7 In the early 2000s, I was employed as an English, English as an Additional Dialect (EALD) and web-
design teacher in the secondary sector. At the time of conducting this study, I was also working as a
communication skills teacher in the tertiary sector. In my personal life, | am a parent of a primary-
school-aged child. See also “Researcher’s Perspective” in chapter one of this dissertation.
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Research Design
The two primary sources of data used in this study were the semi-structured
interviews with participants and field notes, made up of a collection of observations I
made about the interview settings and the interactions I myself had with, or observed
between, parents and participants. Additional sources of data included existing
academic research relevant to the study, as well as information from government and

other research institutions. (See Figure 3.1 below.)

Figure 3.1 Summary of Data Collection Sources

Field
i ded Notes Research‘er's

Audio recorde observations and = hi |
interviews with reflections on esearch journa
participants e Wil articles and books

participants and

parents.

Gl oS 2 School data from
Transcribed Descriptions of government sources

o i : h : and official websites

(verbatim) interviews interview settings

e.g. Myschool.edu.au,
PEW, CIS etc...

Reflections on
interview process

I adopted the semi-structured interview approach because in doing so I could
cover the same topics with all participants but also have the flexibility to explore both
pertinent and tangential issues. There is no optimum number of interviews a qualitative
researcher should conduct, as the number depends on a multitude of factors such as the

researcher’s epistemological approach, the scale of the project, and institutional
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requirements (Baker and Edward 2012; Bryman 2012a).® 1 decided to recruit 11 to 15
participants because I anticipated that [ would reach saturation point by this stage, and
further interviews would be redundant.
Ethical Considerations and Participant Recruitment

I applied for a research permit from the university’s Human Research Ethics
Committee (HREC) before commencing my interviews.’ I sought to recruit teenage
participants fell into two categories: those who were mature enough to give consent to
be interviewed and those who were not (NHMRC 2007, 50). As I was unable to gauge
each participant’s level of maturity before the interviews, I decided to seek additional
consent from parents of those who were under 18 years old, regardless of whether the
participant was in Year 10, 11 or 12. I also made the decision not hand back transcribed
interviews for member checks, the process of reviewing and adding to interview
transcripts, because of concerns raised by HREC about the high level of maturity and
commitment required to do this.'°

I did not deliberately recruit Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island people, people
from an identifiable cultural, ethnic or minority group, nor people whose primary
language is one other than English.'! I did, however, inadvertently recruit participants
who were from visible minority groups or who came from a culturally diverse

background.

8 Bryman (2012a) recommends reaching saturation point when researchers use other qualitative
approaches.

? See Appendix IV for copies of recruitment information and consent forms submitted to Murdoch
University’s Human Research Ethics committee (HREC).

10 If T had undertaken this process, I might also have compromised the privacy of some participants who
were minors because I would have had to send their transcribed interviews, either in hard-copy or via
email, to a parent or guardian.

! During the research design stage of this study, the decision was made to not recruit minority groups
because of the scale and scope of this project.
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Although this study was considered low risk (See NHMRC 2007, 70-71), | was
aware that the nature of semi-structured interviews meant that some of my innocuous
questions might lead to conversations about sensitive personal issues which might
trigger feelings that surpassed mild discomfort.

I recruited participants by placing flyers at display counters at bookshops and
libraries and handing them to people who expressed an interest in helping me recruit
participants. In adopting the “snowball” (Patton 2002, 194) sampling method, more
participants were recruited. In the end, I had a cohort of 14 teenagers who were in
Years 10, 11 or 12, at schools across the Perth metropolitan area. I communicated with
participants’ parents via email, messaging or the phone if participants were under 18.
I made direct contact with two participants who were in Year 12 and ascertained that
they were mature enough to take part in the study without parental consent, but asked
them to bring a copy of the consent form to the interview nonetheless. (See Appendix
III for flyers and consent forms.)

Interview Process

The setting for the interviews was at a place agreed upon by the participant or
their parent. I stressed how important it was that the interviews should be conducted
away from a school setting as I did not want the participants to infer that my research
was concerned only with school-sanctioned reading practices. I did not anticipate that
parents would invite me to their home or ask to drop their child at my house to conduct
the interviews. These unexpected invitations and requests meant that I could observe
intimate family interactions and have face-to-face interaction with some parents. These
additional insights enriched the study and enabled me to form descriptions that were

more detailed than they otherwise would have been.
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At the beginning of each interview, I read through the consent forms with the
participant and gave a summary of the ethical guidelines. I informed them that I would
use pseudonyms in any material generated from their responses and reminded them
that they could withdraw from participating at any stage of the study. I approached
each interview with the idea that the data generated would be a collaboration, and that
the interviews were ‘“social encounters” at sites of knowledge production (Holstein and
Gulbrium 2004, 147).!2 1t was crucial that I shared something about myself during the
interviews so that my participants felt safe and at ease. While some researchers are
critical of this method because of concerns participants might develop a friendship with
the interviewer which would influence their responses and produce inconsistent results
(Gomm 2004, 175), I viewed the interviews as two-way conversations. Moreover,
conducting my interviews this way did not affect the aims or validity of this study.

I anticipated that some participants might conform to the stereotype of the
monosyllabic teen and provide very brief responses, so I included questions that
allowed for shorter answers, which I, in turn, could build upon with additional probing
questions. Adopting a flexible approach meant that some interviews were longer than
others, and most interviews lasted between 45 to 60 minutes. The longer interviews
tended to be with participants who were more confident and had the capacity to talk
about reading and their other cultural preferences; however, this was not always the
case. Some interviews were longer because it took longer to build rapport with a
participant, and my first two interviews were significantly shorter than the rest because
of my inexperience as an interviewer. After reflecting on these interviews, I modified

the sequence of questioning and included more rapport-building questions earlier on

12 Jack Douglas (1986, 115) in his work on creative interview techniques refers to this as the offering
the “soul self”.
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in the interviews. I also included demographic-related questions at the start of the
interviews, and although some researchers suggest that such questions should be kept
to a minimum or woven throughout the interview (Patton 2002, 353), I found these
were ideal “ice-breakers” which sometimes led to in-depth conversations pertinent to
the study.

I always aimed to be conscious of my limitations and responsibilities as a
researcher and sensitive to the vulnerabilities of some participants. My language
register changed according to an individual participant’s facility and confidence in
expressing their ideas. While interviews with some participants felt like a conversation
with peers, in others I had to find ways to reframe questions to ensure that they were
readily understood. In two interviews, the participants disclosed how reading helped
them cope with some very challenging life experiences. I interpreted these disclosures
as indications that the participants had enjoyed the interview experience and felt very
comfortable sharing more intimate reasons for why they valued reading so much. I
gave these participants time to finish telling me their stories but did not ask further
questions about their personal lives. I also discontinued my line of questioning about
reading when [ sensed that participants were embarrassed about their lack of
knowledge about certain topics. With one participant, I changed the entire course of
the interview and focused only on computer gaming practices when the participant’s
responses indicated that he might have had a learning disability that affected his ability
to read at a level expected of others in his age group. At the end of each interview,
participants were asked to suggest additional topics of discussion for my subsequent
interviews, and after the completion of each interview, I noted down my reflections in

my research journals.'?

13 Further descriptions about the interview process are embedded in the “Participant profiles” section
in the following chapter and in Appendix VI.

99



Analysing the data

As it took me over six months to recruit participants, I had time, sometimes
weeks, to reflect upon each interview before the next. The analysis process involved
first transcribing the audio interviews verbatim.'* 1 then began thematic coding as 1
read through interview transcripts in search for common themes (See Appendix V).
Within these themes, I searched for differences and similarities amongst participants.
After completing each interview, I returned to coded transcripts from earlier interviews
and reviewed them for common and unique themes. Throughout this process, I was
always conscious that [ was interpreting findings through a Bourdieusian theoretical
framework.'3 This is sometimes referred to as “triangulation”, but as triangulation does
not include creative analytic processes, and the creative component of this thesis was
a key component to this study, it is more appropriate that I use “crystallisation” to
describe this process.'® Figure 3.2 illustrates the data analysis process which began
immediately after my first two interviews and is included in this diagram where the

creative component of this thesis fits into the research process.

141 had listened to the audio recordings more than once during the transcription process to capture
utterances, pauses and expressions of emotion.

15 While some researchers argue that this method complicates the linear process of sampling (Bryman
2012, 18), others advocate this technique since new questions lead to further insights (Coffey and
Atkinson 1996).

16 Crystallisation is a component of Laura Ellingson’s (2009) concept of the qualitative continuum. See
Appendix II.
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Figure 3.2 Cyclical Method of Analysis
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I created graphical representations to assist me conceptualise emerging themes.
These diagrams mapped out where participants positioned their reading practices in
relation to those of others, and how they interpreted the dynamics within the field of
reading.!” I compiled participant profiles, which I present in the following chapter, to
further detail how individual participants form their reading identities and attitudes
towards different reading practices. These profiles illustrate the complexity and
variegated nature of contemporary reading practices, and highlight aspects of each
participant’s individual and group habitus.

This research approach requires ongoing reflexive practice and inquiry, where
the researcher must be aware of not only where the research is situated in the qualitative

research continuum, but also where the researcher herself stands in relation to each

17 These concept maps should not be confused with Bourdieu's (1984) mathematical co-ordinate maps,
which were based on surveys of thousands of participants, nor those of subsequent researchers who
attempt to create a visual representation of fields for their research; see, for example, Patricia Thompson
(2008, 72) regarding Bourdieu’s social field.

101



participant. The transparency of my position at all stages of this study has been crucial
to the reliability of this project. In outlining the research process, I have shown how I
integrated research approaches to design a study which is phenomenological, critical
and empirical, and one that furthers understanding about the reading preferences of

older teenagers.'®

18 The creative process was also key at all stages of this research, as it helped me illustrate a rich and
textured multi-dimensional social world in ways that cannot be depicted in traditional empirical studies.
A detailed exploration into how adopting a research approach that integrates creative production into
traditional qualitative research may deepen the study lies beyond the scope of this project.
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Chapter Four: Participant Profiles and Key Themes

Introduction

In the previous chapter, I detailed my research method and the phenomenological
approach adopted in this study, which, through a Bourdieusian lens, seeks to address
the question of how older teenagers value reading in the contemporary world. In the
first section of this chapter, I profile the 14 participants, focusing on how they form
their self-perceived identities as readers or non-readers. These profiles offer a holistic
picture of how the participants’ education and family backgrounds influence the way
they value specific reading practices. In the second section, I present two of the key
themes that emerged from my data analysis: firstly, that there are many forms of
reading, but not all are considered legitimate by the participants; and secondly, that the
reading practices of participants did not develop within a vacuum but are shaped both
by home and school cultures. (See Appendix VI for additional information about
participants.)!

Participant Profiles

Although the premise of Bourdieu’s theory is that class stratification manifests in
cultural practices such as reading, [ was careful not to categorise the participants in this
study according to class. > However, I identify the range within which each
participant’s school’s Index of Community Socio-Educational Advantage (ICSEA)

value falls in Table 4.1.° The ICSEA value is measure of school socio-educational

! This information was not included in this chapter due to the scale of this dissertation. These additional
notes include information about participants that do not directly relate to the key themes but nonetheless
provide a deeper understanding of the multifactorial conditions that shape reading choices and practices.
2 I did not identify nor did I ask participants to identify a social class status not only because of ethical
considerations, but also because of the complexities of identifying social-class distinctions in Australia,
as well as because of those complexities related to class ascription identified in the previous chapter. No
specific ICSEA values were given to anonymise the schools.

3 T am unable to present the exact ICSEA value as this would identify the school and possibly the student.
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advantage and was developed to enable “meaningful” comparisons between NAPLAN
results of schools of similar socio-economic advantage or disadvantage (ACARA 2013,
1). At the time of the interview, no participants were attending a school that had a
cohort of “extremely” educationally disadvantaged students; however, some
participants were at schools that included students from ‘“very” educationally
advantaged backgrounds.* All participants who were not in the Catholic schools or
AISWA systems were attending state schools that have been granted Independent
Public School (IPS) status.® I have used pseudonyms for participants, their schools

and all suburbs.

* The median ICSEA value is 1000 with a standard deviation of 100. ACARA (2013, 2) explains that a
score of 500 “represents extremely educationally disadvantaged backgrounds”, and 1300 “represents
schools with students who with very educationally advantaged backgrounds”. See ACARA (2011; 2013;
2014) for further information about ICSEA values.

5 In Western Australia, the IPS system was introduced in 2010 in order to give school administrations
more autonomy and flexibility in accommodating the needs of the local community (Trimmer 2013,
179). These schools are not to be confused with charter schools in the USA. IPS schools are still state
schools, whereas charter schools are publicly funded schools managed by private organisations, which
do not have to adhere to a national or state curriculum. See Trimmer (2013) for further discussion.
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Table 4.1 Profile Summary of the 14 Participants.

# | Name School | School Type | ICSEA value English subject | Self- Participant’s | Participant’s | Aspirations
Year of school perceived | perception of | perception of
reading mother’s father’s
identity reading reading
identity identity
1 | Jason 12 IPS State 1000-1050 *Non-ATAR Non-reader | Non-reader Reader Work or TAFE
English
2 | Tania 11 IPS State 1000-1050 Non-ATAR Reader Reader Non-reader Study
English Psychology
3 | Daniel 11 IPS State 1100-1150 ATAR English | Reader Reader Reader UWA Science
4 | Jacqueline | 10 IPS State 950-1000 **Year 10 AEP | Reader Reader n/a University
Science or
Nursing
5 | Theresa 12 AISWA 1150-1200 ATAR Reader Reader Non-reader University
Literature Business or
UWA Science
6 | Angelina | 12 AISWA 1150-1200 ATAR Reader Non-reader Non-reader UWA
Literature Psychology
7 | Michael 11 Catholic 950-1000 ATAR English | Non-reader | Non-reader Reader University
Business or
Engineering
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# | Name School | School Type | ICSEA value English subject | Self- Participant’s | Participant’s | Aspirations
Year of school perceived | perception of | perception of
reading mother’s father’s
identity reading reading
identity identity
8 | Aylish 11 IPS State 1100-1150 ATAR Reader Reader Non-reader UWA Science
GATE Literature
9 | Lucas 10 Catholic 1100-1150 Year 10 Reader Non-reader Non-reader UWA Science
10 | Nick 11 IPS State 1000-1050 ATAR English | Non-reader | Non-reader Reader UWA Politics or
Economics
11 | Michelle 12 IPS State 900-950 ATAR English | Non-reader | Non-reader n/a UWA Law
12 | Marlow 12 IPS State 900-950 Non-ATAR Non-reader | Non-reader n/a Uncertain
English
13 | Mia 12 AISWA 1000-1050 ATAR English | Reader Reader Reader Primary school
teaching
14 | Jack 12 IPS State 1200-1250 ATAR English | Reader Reader Reader University
GATE Politics

*Non-ATAR English indicates any English course that is not subject to external examinations and does not contribute to a students’ Australian Tertiary Admissions Rank
(ATAR).

** AEP refers to Academic Extension Program. This is not to be confused with GATE programs. (See Appendix I for list of acronyms.)
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Participant 1: Jason, Year 12, Stewart College (IPS State School)

At the time of our interview, Jason had just completed Year 12 at Stewart
College in Redhill, a suburb no more than a decade old, and was living at home and
working part-time in hospitality. Jason lives with his parents and two adult siblings,
one of whom is at university and the other in full-time employment. His mother is a
part-time carer and his father is in real estate. Jason’s mother invited me to interview
him at their house and when I got there, she introduced me to Tania, a friend of Jason’s
who was also interested in participating in the study. Jason speaks Standard Australian
English (SAE), however, the rest of his family converse with each other in SAE,
Singlish, and several Chinese dialects including Mandarin.!

Jason’s recreational activities revolve around the computer. In primary school
and the first year of high school Jason read or drew pictures in his leisure time, but this
changed when he was given a laptop in Year 9, under the Rudd government’s Digital
Education Revolution (DER) program. Jason explained how owning his own computer
and gaining access to the internet both at school and at home was a “game changer”.
Jason laughed as he confessed that he and his friends knew that their teachers were
unfamiliar with new technology, so they played computer games during class and
simply “alt-tabbed” out of a screen when the teachers walked past. He also attributed
the lack of access to a well-resourced library as one of the reasons he read far fewer
books when he started at Stewart College. He noted that there were far fewer books in
Stewart College’s library. Even though Jason still reads, he does not think of himself

as a reader because he only reads online texts.

! Singlish is the colloquial English spoken in Singapore that uses linguistic devices from dialects spoken
by the ethnically diverse Singaporean population. See also Lionel Wee’s study on the contestation over
Singlish and anxieties about appropriate language use of English in the former British colony (2014).
Mandarin is the official language in the People’s Republic of China and Taiwan (or The Republic of
China), and is one of the four official languages in Singapore.
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The last book Jason read was in his non-ATAR English class and although he
could not remember the title, he remembered it as an engaging book about a drug
addicted teenager. Jason had also recently read a woodworking book, but did not think
that the reading of instructional texts qualifies one as a reader. Jason is toying with the
idea of furthering his education at TAFE.

Participant 2: Tania, Year 11, Rutland Quay Senior College (IPS State School)

Tania is a friend of Jason’s and volunteered to take part in this research because
she identifies as a reader and is someone who “always has a few books on the go”.
Tania is in Year 11 at Rutland Quay but is unsure of whether she is in a VET or
university pathway program. Although Tania loves reading, she struggles with reading
in the English classroom which is why her teachers put her in the non-ATAR stream.
Tania is more engaged in English this year than when she was in Year 10 English
where she had found the set-texts “a little bit boring” even though some books had
been “a little bit interesting”. She said that she enjoys General English class because
of the lighter workload. She noticed that those in ATAR English read entire books
whereas in General English students are only expected to read short stories or excerpts
from longer works.

Tania’s mother works in real estate and her stepfather is in the construction
industry. Tania thinks of her mother as a reader because she often sees her mother
reading magazines and celebrity memoirs. She “rarely” sees her stepfather read, so
considers him a non-reader. Tania has a rich reading life outside of school and, unlike
all other participants, makes a point of not reading books before viewing screen
adaptations. Sometimes, Tania chooses not to watch the screen versions of books that
she has read. Her favourite genres are fantasy and supernatural, and one of the two

books she was reading at the time of the interview was from George R.R. Martin’s
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Game of Thrones series. She has viewed a few episodes of the popular TV series but
prefers reading the novels. Tania plans on studying Psychology at university after she
graduates from Year 12.

Participant 3: Daniel Year 11, Jacaranda Senior High School (IPS State School)

Daniel is in his final term at Jacaranda, a school in an area of Perth with a
cluster of highly-rated schools. Jacaranda is a Gifted and Talented Education (GATE)
school but it does not run a program specifically for academically gifted students. Yet
the school has a large cohort of high academic achievers and regularly ranks in the list
of top 20 schools in the annual ATAR performance table.* Most of Daniel's primary
school friends went to their local school, Bluegum Senior High School, which also has
a reputation for being one of the top state schools in Western Australia and has a GATE
program. However, Daniel’s parents were keen for him to take up a Jacaranda sports
scholarship because all students at Jacaranda have the opportunity to study languages
other than English (LOTE), which is not the case at Bluegum.

Daniel strongly identifies as a reader even though he reads far fewer books than
he used to. For Daniel, and all other participants, life got busier when he started high
school, and busier still when he started Year 11. Despite various activities competing
for his attention, Daniel is still a bibliophile and is never short of books to read.
However, he chose to study English over Literature because he dislikes reading for
academic purposes. He enjoys reading Young Adult (YA) and adult fiction that falls
under the action and adventure or thriller genre. Both his parents regularly introduce

Daniel to new novels and authors, which is how Daniel discovered Matthew Reilly,

2 GATE programs can include general academic or subject specific programs such as arts or languages.
3 Traditionally the “league tables”, which ranks a school’s median ATAR, has been published in the
state paper The West Australian, but these days they can also be found on commercial websites, for
example, see http://bettereducation.com.au/SchoolRanking.aspx

110



one of his favourite authors. Daniel’s father is an academic and his mother works in
medical research. He has an older sister who studies science at university and at the
time of the interview, Daniel wanted to follow in her footsteps.

Participant 4: Jacqueline, Year 10, Riverdale College (IPS State School)

Jacqueline is an avid reader and book collector who, at the time of the
interview, had only just started Year 10 at Riverdale College. Despite the school’s
changing demography and assimilation into Perth’s metropolitan area, the wider area
of Riverdale still includes pockets of socio-economically disadvantaged areas, and
ICSEA values of all state schools in the City of Riverdale have remained below the
national mean.

Jacqueline is in academic extension classes across all four core subjects and is
a straight-A student. Jacqueline’s mother, a small business owner, was keen for
Jacqueline to take part in this research and Jacqueline herself was equally enthusiastic
because she is a reader with many thoughts about the benefits of reading. Jacqueline
identifies as a reader and a book collector. She lives in Riverdale with her mother and
two younger siblings. There were few mentions of her father, who I assumed, based
on her responses to some questions, lived elsewhere. When Jacqueline is not at school,
she works part-time at a local shopping centre and plays in a regional sports team which
trains five days a week. One of her life goals is to play the sport at state, and then
national level.

In her leisure time, Jacqueline reads a broad range of young-adult fiction. She
is often gifted books by her extended family and friends on special occasions and buys
her own books with income from her part-time job. Jacqueline is certain that she will

go to university and study “something science related”, possibly nursing.
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Participant 5: Theresa, Year 12, St Cecilia’s College (AISWA School)

Theresa is a graduate of St Cecilia’s, an elite private girls school in Waverly, a
very affluent Perth suburb. Her ATAR results and future were very much on her mind
when I met her. Theresa is multilingual, proficient in French and at least two Asian
languages. Theresa identifies her mother as a reader because she often sees her mother
read both Vietnamese and English language novels. She describes her father as a non-
reader because she has never seen him read a book. Her parents run a successful small
business in a neighbouring suburb to Waverly. Theresa’s mother commented that she
sent Theresa to St Cecilia’s because she and her husband believed that the school would
make up for any deficits at home. Neither she nor her husband are fluent speakers of
English and it is unclear what level of education they had completed either in Vietnam
or Australia.

Theresa was accepted into St Cecilia’s not long after starting her primary
school education at a lower fee AISWA school. Theresa fondly recalled her mother
showing her St Cecilia’s promotional brochures and when she saw the school's “big
water fountains” Theresa told her mother that she wanted to transfer immediately to St
Cecilia’s. She did not know anyone at her school who was on a non-university pathway
but said that there might be a few VET students studying stereotypically “female”
areas, such as hairdressing and beauty therapy.

Theresa considers herself to be a reader even though she has had less time to
read in Year 11 and 12. Her English teachers encourage and inspire her to read more
of the type of books she has been studying in Literature. Theresa said that like many
of her peers, she listed a course at UWA as her first preference but she is somewhat
worried about her job prospects if she undertakes a non-professional degree. She is

also contemplating studying a degree in Business or Science at Curtin.
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Participant 6: Angelina, Year 12, St Cecilia’s College (AISWA School)

I suggested to Angelina that we meet at the Art Gallery café and while waiting
for her to arrive, I observed the well-heeled gallery patrons and wondered whether I
would have suggested this venue had Angelina not been a St Cecilia’s girl. Angelina
is part of Theresa's friendship group and was also awaiting ATAR results at the time
of our interview.

Angelina and her brother were still in primary school when their family
migrated to Perth in the 2000s, at the beginning of WA’s mining boom as her father is
an engineer. The decision to send Angelina to St Cecilia’s was made before the family
migrated to Perth. Angelina said that her mother, a former nurse, had Googled private
schools in Perth, and St Cecilia’s came up as one of the top schools. The family decided
to settle in the house they live in due to its proximity to St Cecilia’s.

Reading is central to Angelina’s identity and she enjoys reading popular novels
and literary fiction in her leisure time. Like many of the other participants who identify
as readers, Angelina collects books and is gifted books by friends and family. She
recalled her delight in receiving a $100 book voucher from her parents for graduating
from high school. Angelina believes that being well-read and thus well-educated
“opens up a lot of doors”, even though she acknowledged that there are many jobs
which do not require people to be “super academic”. My interview with Angelina
lasted over an hour, during which she disclosed that she had sought comfort in books
when she had a serious illness and believes that book reading played a major role in
both her physical and psychological recovery.

Participant 7: Michael, Year 11, St Isidore College (Catholic)

Michael lives with his university educated parents in Ashview, an inner-city

suburb which borders Waverly; his mother works in the arts sector and his father is an
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engineer. He thinks of his mother as a non-reader because Michael only sees her
reading women’s magazines but considers his father a reader because he is always
reading books. At the time of the interview, Michael had recently decided to
discontinue participating in an AFL development squad because he was not prepared
to dedicate his life to the sport.

Michael strongly identifies as a non-reader because he only reads for academic
purposes. Like most of the interview participants, Michael read fewer books when he
went to high school, but unlike most other participants, he did not enjoy reading the
Harry Potter series as a child. He preferred realistic fiction and books about “kids who
are like me”. His parents continue to encourage him to read more by buying him books
that are about things he is interested in, such as memoirs by athletes. Michael says he
has not read any of these books because he does not enjoy reading and prefers spending
his leisure time with friends.

Michael reads purely for academic purposes and often “skims” texts set by the
English teacher. Despite the lack of in-depth reading, he manages to attain “decent
marks” in English and achieves solid B grades, sometimes As, because he knows how
to pass assessments. Michael's very pragmatic strategies for reading reflects his
approach to education in general. Michael believes that there is a possibility he will
read more frequently when he is older and ready for a more solitary activity. He is
confident about gaining direct entry to university where he will most likely study
business or engineering. He excels in maths and science subjects.

Participant 8: Aylish, Year 11, Robertson College (State School - IPS)

Aylish’s mother found out about my study from a university classmate and
suggested to Aylish that as a reader she might be interested in taking part in this

research. I conducted my interview with Aylish in her living room while the rest of her
114



family were in the kitchen area of their spacious home. At the time of the interview,
Aylish had just completed her end-of-year exams. Aylish lives with her family in
Newton but attends Robertson College as a GATE student because although Newton
College is also a GATE school, it does not offer all the specialist courses that Robertson
College does.*

Aylish identifies as a reader even though she reads less than she did in primary
school, due to time constraints. Aylish recounted how as a child she used to love to be
seen reading “big impressive books.” These days, she continues to read when she has
time and some of the recent titles Aylish had read included Arundhati Roy’s The God
of Small Things and Tolstoy's Anna Karenina. Aylish described how she often finds
books from her mother's bookshelf to read when she has the time, which is usually
over the holidays. Aylish thinks of her mother as a reader, but considers her father, an
engineer, a non-reader even though he reads science-fiction. Aylish also reads books
suggested by friends and does not discriminate between genres. She is one of two
participants who read peer fiction on Wattpad, a social media application best
described as YouTube for writers. She had recently had a positive work experience at
a medical research centre which was something her father organised for her. After she
graduates from high school she wants to study science at UWA. At no point in the
interview did I have to modify my register to ensure that Aylish understood my
questions.

Participant 9: Lucas, Year 10, St. Francis College (Catholic)

Lucas strongly identifies as a reader but has read fewer books since starting

high school at St Francis College because of an increased academic workload and his

# Students in Western Australia can study at schools that run GATE programs regardless of whether
they live within the local intake area. Entry to these schools are dependent upon entry test results. GATE
programs fall into three categories: academic, arts and language (Department of Education 2018b).
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extra-curricular commitments, which include music lessons and sports training. Lucas’
mother invited me to interview Lucas at their cottage in Venice, one of Perth’s most
expensive coastal suburbs and a short drive from St Francis. She explained to me that
their family could afford to live in Venice despite their modest incomes because their
house was a cheap rental earmarked for redevelopment by the elderly landlord’s family.
Both of Lucas’ parents are employed in education, although at the time of the interview
his father had recently decided to change careers. Their local state school is one that is
oversubscribed but has a good community reputation and offers a comprehensive range
of subjects.

Lucas has very strong views about what makes one a reader and dismisses his
parents as non-readers because they read too infrequently. For Lucas, only those who
read “certain types of literature that makes you use your imagination” are readers. He
does not include reading for academic purposes in his definition. Although he makes
the effort to read books set in the English classroom most of the time, he has sometimes
used online study guides to help him write an essay because he does not always have
time to read a set-novel “properly”. Lucas appeared embarrassed when he recounted
that he received an A for the essay he wrote about a book he did not read. Although at
the time of the interview Lucas had only started Year 10, he was already familiar with
the senior school curriculum and pathways beyond secondary school. Lucas was, at the
time of the interview considering undertaking a science degree at UWA

Participant 10: Nick, Year 11, Waverly Senior High School (IPS State School)

Nick’s mother invited me to interview Nick at their home, which is within five
minutes of St Cecilia’s College. Nick is an energetic and confident teenager and ardent
non-reader who claims that he has not read a book in years, possibly not since he read

S.E Hinton’s The Outsiders in lower secondary school. Like Michael’s parents, Nick’s
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continue buying him books in the hope that he will read more. Both his parents place
a high value on reading, most probably because both are teachers. Yet Nick views his
mother, an English teacher, as a non-reader because he only sees her reading magazines
and very rarely sees her reading “just for fun.” He “definitely” thinks of his dad as a
reader because his father “just loves” reading and buying books.

Nick does not think that being a non-reader it is a disadvantage within the
academic context. He loves creative and essay writing and does well in written
assessments, and regularly receives A-grades for writing essays about books he has not
read. He believes his writing has developed independently of his reading practices and
that he is a successful student because he engages in broad range of literacies other
than reading. He attributes his love of words to his love of listening to music from his
parents’ generation and deems the song lyrics equal, if not superior to what he would
read in a book. At school, Nick enjoys most humanities subjects and at the time of the
interview was considering studying humanities at university because English, Politics
and Economics are his favourite subjects.

Participant 11: Michelle, Year 11, Birchtown College (IPS State School)

Michelle transferred to Birchtown College at the beginning of Year 11. She had
previously attended Williams College, a low-fee paying independent school, and
before that, St Anne College, a school not dissimilar to St Cecilia’s. During the
interview, Michelle identified different attitudes towards reading at the three schools,
and noted that there was a stark contrast between reading cultures at St Annes and
Birchwood.

Michelle initially declared herself a non-reader but she revealed later in the
interview that she still reads regularly, simply not the types of books she thinks qualify

her as a reader because they are “romantic” and “girly”” books. She thinks of readers as
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those who read more sophisticated books such as the novels read in the English
classroom. Although Michelle likes English and loves her English teacher, she dislikes
reading English set-texts. However, she perseveres with set-texts and often listens to
the audio-book version of a text. Although her responses were guarded, Michelle was
considerably more animated when she described her affection for her English teacher,
a grandmotherly type. Michelle identified deficits in the teacher’s skills and knowledge
but said that she does not mind because the teacher was someone she wishes were a
family member. Her English teacher considers Michelle’s time-consuming part-time
job, and allows her to complete assignments from other subjects during English class
time. Michelle wants to study Law at university, preferably at UWA. As a student of
Birchtown College and resident of Birchtown, a socio-economically disadvantaged
area, she has access to alternative pathway programs at all WA universities.

Participant 12: Marlow, Year 12, Birchtown College (State School)

Throughout our interview, Marlow presented as a sensitive young man who
was very unsure of himself, and I was reluctant to ask probing questions about his
reading because he revealed early in the interview that he struggled with reading in
primary school. Marlow does not read because he is a weak reader. As it was very
likely that he still struggled with reading, I was careful not to request information that
might trigger intense feelings of embarrassment and humiliation. During this
interview, | had to think on my feet more than with the other interview participants
because although my aim was to elicit substantive answers, I had to consider Marlow's
level of comfort even in asking seemingly innocuous questions. I spent much of this
interview on rapport building.

When Marlow is not at school, he works at a fast-food restaurant and in the

little leisure time that he has, enjoys playing first-person shooter games online.
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Marlow’s confidence grew as he explained to me the different types of computer games
and formats for playing. It was clear that Marlow does not have many positive
experiences at school neither in nor outside of the classroom. He does, however, make
the effort to read set-texts in the English classroom because he feels that he must. He
described how the teacher gives him and other “slow readers” extra time to read and
rewards them with chocolate when they complete a chapter. Marlow enjoys the
viewing component of English, and enjoys “analysing logos” and watching the films
such as Boys of Abu Ghraib which he simply described as “psychological”.’

Marlow professed that he wishes he was in higher level courses because he
believes that the students in ATAR classes are “more civilised” and differ vastly from
students in his own non-ATAR classes. He also perceives that teachers in ATAR
classes take their work more seriously than they do in his classes. He revealed that he
once visited a university and thought it looked “interesting”. However, he was unsure
of what his plans were after Year 12 and unlike Michelle, had not been selected by
Birchtown College to participate in any programs that enabled direct or alternative
pathways to university.

Participant 13: Mia, Year 12, Hillingdon Christian College (AIS School)

Mia’s mother found out about this study through recruitment flyers I had placed
in a city bookshop. She invited me to interview Mia at their home in Hillingdon, a
suburb that was until the mid-1990s zoned as a rural area but is now home to a
culturally-diverse population. Mia’s family are Anglo-Australians who live in one of
the older developments in Hillingdon. They are practising Christians who strictly
adhere to the teachings of their church. I interviewed Mia in her bedroom at her

mother’s suggestion because their home was undergoing renovation at the time. Upon

5 The film is a fictionalised account of the abuse of Iraqi prisoners that took place at Abu Ghraib
prison during America’s second invasion of Iraq.
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entering the room, I gained a sense of Mia’s interests and passions. Mia had recently
renovated her bedroom, which was pastel-themed and decorated with black and white
prints of places she had recently visited with her family.

Mia identifies as a reader because she has always loved reading and continues
to read as many books as she did as a child. One of the reasons she finds the time to
read for pleasure is because her religion dictates that followers must not work on
certain days. Reading is no less central to Mia’s life now than it was in primary school
and she reads both Christian and mainstream novels as well as a range of online texts,
including lifestyle and fashion blogs, and peer fiction on Wattpad. She is also a fashion
blogger. She specified that she enjoys reading books and “not textbooks”, but excludes
novels read in English class from the latter category. She pointed to a copy of The Wife
of Martin Guerre, which was the set-text for Year 12, and said that she often read
books before she had to study them and this particular book was like nothing she had
read before. She identifies her parents, who are both accountants, as readers who enjoy
popular fiction, and named Bryce Courtney as one of their favourite authors. She also
recalled how when she lost her copy of Animal Farm, her father replaced it with
another edition that also included Nineteen Eighty-Four and suggested that she read
both books, which she did.

Mia is an ATAR student and studies English because Literature is not available
at her school. However, she claimed that given the choice she probably would have
chosen English anyway because of the “variety” in the course. After Year 12 she
intends to study primary education at a Bible college and develop her fashion blog.

Participant 14: Jack, Year 12, Atlantic School, (IPS State School)

I met with Jack at a café not long after he completed Year 12 at Atlantic School,

a GATE school situated in the inner city. Jack identifies as a reader because he has
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always made time for reading despite his busy schedule. At the time of our interview,
Jack was reading a fantasy novel which he described as a “1000-page tome” and Stuart
Mclintyre’s A Concise History of Australia. The latter had been a school textbook
which he was now reading again for pleasure and information. One of Jack’s favourite
subjects at school was History and he believes that his interest in history led him to a
broader range of non-fiction and fiction texts than most of his peers.

Jack had a very a positive experience at Atlantic and described his English
teachers as progressives who are passionate about teaching critical literacy. Even
though Jack had been accepted into a private school, he said that had he not gained
entry into Atlantic, he would have gone to his local high school in East Wellington
Heights. He preferred going to a state school because he dislikes the “born-to-rule”
mentality of students who attend certain private schools. Although in the year Jack
completed Year 12, there were no students from the lowest socio-economic advantage
(SEA) quartile at Atlantic, and over 80% of students came from homes in the highest
SEA quartile, it was evident that Jack made the distinction between his school, a state
school, and private schools.® Jack’s mother is a former teacher, and his father, who
works in the media industry, has written and published genre fiction. He described both
as readers. After taking a gap year, Jack planned to study Politics at a prestigious east-

coast university.

Key Themes

Theme 1: There are many forms of reading, but not all are considered legitimate

6 Parallels can be drawn between the differences between school systems that Jack identified and the
differences between British and American schools that sociologist Ralph Turner (1960) identified.
Turner described American schools as “contest mobility systems” where all students have the chance to
gain elite status through their own efforts and British schools as “sponsored mobility systems” where
the established elite sponsor those they deem worthy of entry (1960, 856).
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Early in the interviews, I asked participants to assign themselves a reading
identity as I wanted to elicit a pre-reflexive response before exploring how they
assigned value to different reading practices. Common to all the participants’
definitions of reading is that only those who read books for pleasure in their own time
are undisputedly readers. All participants, except for Jack, referred solely to
recreational book-reading practices in their definitions of what made one a reader, and
it was thus evident that participants had assigned themselves a reading identity based
on the presumption that I was researching the reading habits of book readers
specifically. Although I made it clear to them that I was interested in a broad range of
reading practices, no participant modified their initial response except for Aylish, who
took the opportunity to offer a more expansive definition of reading. She said that she
understood that reading was not necessarily the reading of “a novel or book”, and
pointed to reading in other languages. Yet despite her more expansive definition of
reading as an interpretive process and the practice of “being able to form ideas from
the shapes on a piece of paper,” Aylish’s subsequent responses about reading referred
to a narrower range of practices, and exclusively to the reading of literary fiction. For
example, Aylish described her mother as a reader because her mother enjoys literary
fiction and is part of a community book club, but classified her father as a non-reader
because he reads mostly science fiction or non-fiction.

Jack’s definition of reading includes the reading of non-fiction. However, he
adds the caveat that readers must read with “a certain amount of regularity” and “read
for pleasure as well as for information”. Yet, as with Aylish, there were inconsistencies
in Jack’s definition of reading in his subsequent responses. While he refers to reading
as the act of “lying down, reading a novel ...”, he later points out that those who read

serious, online articles are also readers, but then only allows for the reading of certain
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online texts, such as op-ed pieces and political articles written by specialists in the
field. Newspaper articles and magazines are excluded from Jack’s notion of the types
of reading practices that qualify someone as a reader.

Most participants also excluded newspapers and magazines in their definitions
of readers, although not all specified which publication types. Nick, Jason and Michael
dismissed their mothers as non-readers because they only saw them read popular
women’s magazines. Nick, who has similar reading interests and aspirations to Jack,
does not consider that his regular reading of political opinion pieces or journal articles
qualifies him as a reader because he does not read books. Nick’s self-identification as
a non-reader is based on his claims that he has not read an entire novel since Year 9.

Most participants also saw a clear distinction between reading for school or
work, and reading for pleasure. Daniel, for example, classifies his father, who is an
academic, as a non-reader because he only ever sees his father poring through materials
related to his research. Daniel was one of many participants who thinks of reading as
an activity practised by a minority, as he believes that most people do not read books
“properly”, by which he meant the thorough reading of a novel for pleasure. However,
he did not limit his definition to highbrow fiction, and, although he takes pride in
reading more complex adult thrillers, he also included people who read celebrity
memoirs as readers. However, Daniel did not include “reading off the internet or
reading the newspaper” as reading because it was something “most people do”. He also
excluded people who only read books for English or Literature.

Lucas’ definition of reading is like Daniel’s, as he also does not consider those
who only read in school or those who read non-fiction, newspapers and magazines, as
readers. For Lucas, readers are those who read fiction that is “more serious,” and he

did not exclude the reading of supernatural genre fiction if these books in some way
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mirror the real world. Lucas explains how he makes this distinction between the types
of fantasy books he reads and those read by others. He classifies books he likes, such
as Andrzej Sapkowsi’s Witcher books as adult fiction because “it’s pretty full on” and
“has a lot of politics as well”. He distinguishes between these books and “other fantasy
books”, including the popular Game of Thrones series, because of the intricate plot and
chapters devoted to “just talking about different factions and stuff”. He views other
fantasy fiction as “a lot less deep” and the plot “isn’t as hard to understand, it’s just
easier to understand. It’s not as hard”.

Angelina and Aylish both also spoke about the satisfaction and prestige of
reading books that are more complex. Angelina believes that readers are people who
regularly read books that are “challenging” and complex. Angelina classifies her
mother as a non-reader because her mother does not persevere with difficult books but
passes them onto Angelina, a habit that Angelina views as superficial perusal. Angelina
makes distinctions between enjoyable page-turners that she can read overnight, such
as the popular young adult novel The Fault in our Stars, and ones that she struggles
with and does not necessarily enjoy yet completes reading nonetheless. She cites Jane
Austen’s Pride and Prejudice as a book she forced herself to read and explained that
the pleasure derived from reading such books was from attaining an understanding of
a previously incomprehensible text. She confessed to idolising an English teacher who
made references to classical literature which made her want to “understand these
books”.

Angelina includes the reading of all fiction in her definition of what makes one
a reader, whereas her classmate Theresa excludes academic reading, including the
reading of set-texts in English. Theresa reported that she wanted to “get back to

reading” over the summer break, and had asked her former teachers for book
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recommendations because she had “obviously” stopped reading in high school. Her
reading identity is based on the fact she loves reading and would read more books if
she had the time.

Mia made a clear distinction between reading books for pleasure and reading
for academic purposes, although the reading of a novel she was to study the following
year at school disrupted her notion that reading had to be something that she “doesn’t
have to learn.” Mia does not include the daily reading of online blogs or peer fiction
on Wattpad as legitimate forms of reading, and referred exclusively to her book-
reading practices in her responses about reading preferences.

Jason’s ideas about what makes one a reader differed from the other
participants in that he does not privilege the reading of fiction and classified his father
as a reader based on his reading of sales and motivational material. However, Jason
formed his own reading identity on the basis that he does not read and excluded his
recreational reading of woodworking books as marking him out as a reader. His friend
Tania also included non-fiction book-reading practices in her definition of what makes
one a reader and was the only participant to include magazine reading in her definition.
She explained that when her mother has time, she “gets magazines” and buys books
that are “usually” celebrity memoirs.

Overall, while reading is a contested concept, and some participants make
allowances for a broader range of reading practices in their concepts of what makes
one a reader, the consensus amongst participants is that readers are those who engage
in the recreational reading of certain types of narrative fiction. Although all
participants had subjective criteria for which reading practices qualify one as a reader,
they all privilege texts that are literary or more serious in their definition. This finding

highlights that although all participants read either in school or at home, only the
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practices which are legitimised by the education system were included in the

participants’ definitions of reading practices that qualify one as a reader.

Theme 2: Home and school cultures shape reading preferences

Home environments and the transmission of cultural capital
My recruitment methods meant that this study attracted only participants who

have a close relationship with at least one parent.” Based on demographic data and
responses, most participants come from homes that have varying levels of economic
or cultural capital. All participants are from homes where parents encouraged and
supported their child’s reading when they were in primary school by taking them to
local libraries, buying them books, and reading to them at bedtime. Both Theresa’s and
Michelle’s parents sent their daughters to elite private schools to make up for their
relatively low amount of cultural capital.®

Angelina, who comes from a household that was evidently high in
both cultural and economic capital, has vivid memories of her parents teaching her not
only to read, but also write before she started school:

My mum used to read in bed with me [books like] The

Magic Faraway Tree. 1 remember her reading that [to

me] before bed every night. [Mum and dad] did a lot

teaching me how to read. My dad ... got a baby tray

and filled it with shaving cream, and he made me write

the letters in shaving cream and I remember learning

how to read.

While not all the participants’ parents were as involved in their children’s early

childhood learning, all participants except for Marlow recounted stories about being

7 As mentioned in chapter three, as this study involved participants under eighteen years old, I had to
seek consent from their parents. Thus, parents who came forward were those who are actively engaged
in the academic lives of their children.
8 See Appendix VI for additional notes about Theresa, participant 5, and Michelle, participant 12.
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read to by a parent when they were very young. Aylish reported that even after she
mastered the skill of reading independently at a very early age, her parents continued
to read to her.

Many parents continued to support their children’s book-reading practices well
into secondary school. Aylish’s mother continues to share books with her and plays an
active role in supporting the reading habits of all her children. Aylish also reads some
of her brother’s books and shares books with all her younger siblings. Aylish identifies
her brother as a reader, whereas her younger sister “struggles” with reading and is less
of an independent reader, which is why Aylish’s mother reads with her sister every
day. Jacqueline also comes from a book-sharing household, with both her immediate
and extended family supporting each other’s reading practices. Both sets of
grandparents support her reading and one grandmother takes the time to scrapbook
newspaper and magazine clippings that might be of interest to Jacqueline.

Daniel also comes from a home enriched with books and other reading materials,
and even as an older teenager, his parents have continued with the practice of
recommending him books he might enjoy reading. Daniel has never had to frequent his
local library because his home is filled with “hundreds of books.” His family had

Just gotten rid of a lot of them [books] now but there

are still heaps on the book shelf. [As a child and now]

I would just walk in there and read a book.
He also recalled how as children, both he and his sister “would just walk into the study
and read books”. In addition to the home library, Daniel’s mother also sometimes brings
home books from the local library for him to read.

Both Michael and Nick have fathers who buy books regularly, and both sets of

parents continue to buy their sons books to support their reading, even though both

Michael and Nick claim not to read books. Nick’s responses to questions about which
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books and authors he is has heard of, reveal that he lives in a household filled with the
types of books he is likely to encounter at school, and that on occasion, he skims
through them.
Emily: [Have you read] Animal Farm?
Nick: I’ve heard of it. Read a lot of it, about
communism with Napoleon and all that. The
horse gets sent to the glue yard, I know that
one.
Emily: So did you read it?
Nick: No, my dad bought it for me, and I just read it.
yeah ... I didn’t read all of it. [ read ... like ...
50 pages of it.
Theresa, Tania, Jason, Michelle and Marlow made no mention of their parents
playing a role in their book-reading choices once they were in secondary school.
However, Tania did report that her mother went into a meeting at her school to discuss

Tania’s English course selection for Year 11 and 12, and Theresa’s parents had

specifically sent her to St Cecilia’s to make up for lack of cultural resources at home.

Schools and the legitimisation of reading practices
All the participants and their parents have some awareness of their school’s

cultures, and it was evident that those who had the economic resources had put much
thought into school choice. Michelle laughed in response to my question about
whether reading is an accepted practice at Birchtown College:

Not at this school. [At my school] no one reads ...

maybe like one person, and you kind of look at her and

everyone is like, “why is she reading?” Everyone

looks at you if you read and thinks certain things.

Michelle compared the reading cultures of schools she has attended. She noted

that at St Anne’s, an elite private school, “it would have been considered okay to read”
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and that “no one would have made a big fuss about it” because her peers there were “all
smarty buns and stuff”. Michelle noted that at William College, reading was “less of a
thing”, and those who read could do so without being harassed by others in the
playground. Michelle perceived that reading was not taken that seriously even in her
English classroom at Birchtown College. Although she liked her teacher because the
teacher genuinely cared about the students, Michelle acknowledged that the teacher
was not necessarily a “great teacher” and cited the example of how the teacher
introduced a book to the class about “some supernatural thing,” and only realised when
she started teaching it, that it was about something else:

She was like, to tell you the truth, I didn’t read it

[laughs], so we were like ... thanks miss! ... We kind

of dragged through the whole thing. Nothing

happened ... in the end it was a pointless book ... not

any values [sic].’
This experience differed from Marlow’s in that his teachers took their work more
seriously when they taught ATAR classes. Regardless of the perceived teaching quality
at Birchtown College, both Michelle and Marlow reported that the teachers
acknowledged the challenges the students faced and allowed them more time to read
set-texts.

Robertson College, Aylish’s school, has a significantly higher proportion of

socio-economically advantaged students than Birchtown College. Birchtown College
has over 50% of its students in the lower ICSEA quartile, whereas Robertson College

has fewer than 5%. Despite this vast difference, Aylish perceived that there was still a

stigma, amongst her peers, attached to reading, and although she admitted that this is

? The book Michelle spoke about is The Gathering. It is most likely that her teacher assumed that it
was Isabelle Carmody’s YA dark fantasy novel that would appeal to her students, but the book they
most likely read was Anne Enright’s The Gathering. Michelle did not identify the author. Whichever
book it was, it was evident that the teacher had not read either.
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less apparent now in Year 11, she still does not read on the bus to and from school if
she is with them:

People who read on public transport on their way to

and from school are considered by themselves and less

sociable I guess. I wouldn’t say it’s cool to read in

lower school ... it’s kind of a general image ... Yeah,

I really wouldn’t really discuss what I was reading in

high school. I still don’t like it. It just doesn’t come up

in conversations.

Aylish only shares her love of books with those in her friendship group. I found this
surprising given her school’s academic reputation and that a large proportion of the
student population are engaged in the arts. Similarly, Mia reported that at her school,
reading is an acceptable activity only when practised in private. Those who choose to
read at lunchtime or recess, or that go to the school library, are viewed as loners who
do not want to “hang out.” She said that if she chose to go to the library, her friends
would question why she was going there.

In contrast, Jacqueline disregards students at Riverdale College who mock those
who read, and views them as morally inferior. She observed that teachers at Riverdale
do not encourage reading in the way her primary school teachers did, so Jacqueline
takes it upon herself to encourage her school friends to read more because she wants
them to gain the benefits that she does from reading novels. Not only has reading more
books helped with her emotional well-being during a period of challenging life
experiences, but Jacqueline attributes her recent academic success to reading, and
explains how her recreational book-reading practices can be applied in the academic
context:

If you can take in stuff [the ideas] in a book you can

take in stuff [the ideas] on a worksheet ... you will also
do much better in an exam that has big words in it. My
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last couple of reports have been almost straight As
except for 4 Bs.

Jacqueline believes that readers possess “a calmer nature” and ‘“‘are usually more
down to earth”, and pondered whether her former friends from primary school might
have avoided mixing with the “druggies” if they read more.

Theresa and Angelina reported a supportive book-reading culture at St. Cecilia’s,
both inside and outside their Literature classroom. Theresa identified that while in
primary school it was her teachers who inspired her to read, in lower secondary school,
it was her peers who had more of an influence, but in senior school it was once again
her teachers who influenced her reading choices:

I was very much influenced by other people [at
school], which is how I got into the Twilight saga
because everyone was like talking about it! I was like

arghhh, I have to read it. Now I’'m more
independent and consider [reading] a wider range of
books in my life [sic]. I kind of started drifting away
from what other people are reading ... popularity wise.

Theresa believes that without her teachers, she would not have thought of reading
the types of books she now enjoys reading, such as Margaret Atwood’s The
Handmaid’s Tale, nor would she have the skills to value the more complex texts had
her teachers not taught her about different reading approaches such as Marxist,
feminist, and psychoanalytic perspectives.

Angelina acknowledged that her English teachers at St Cecilia’s had introduced
her to many books she would not have thought to read. She spoke of discovering
Wuthering Heights and Jane Eyre through intertextual references made to these texts
in the Twilight series; a book series she was a “fan-girl” of at the height of its popularity.

Angelina could situate these nineteenth-century novels within the body of works she

had encountered in English Literature, and thus, unlike some of the other participants
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who read Twilight as younger teens, was not embarrassed about being a fan of this
sometimes-maligned book. This illustrates how the value participants assign to
different reading practices is largely informed by the school curriculum hierarchy and
is reinforced at home by parents.

The two key findings of this study show that specific reading practices hold
different values dependent upon the specific social space, or field, in which readers
are situated. The ways in which participants identify themselves and others as readers
or non-readers are based on the classification and evaluation of texts, not arbitrarily
as it first appeared. Upon closer examination, the participants’ seemingly subjective
criteria for what makes one a reader and which reading practices are legitimate
illustrates the multidimensionality within fields in which individual agents, groups,
and both formal and informal institutions, negotiate and struggle for dominance. The
rich and detailed descriptions of participants’ individual and group habitus highlight
that participants’ reading practices do not occur within a vacuum. These findings
align with Bourdieu’s theory of cultural capital and will be further explored in the

following chapter.
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Chapter Five: Discussion and Conclusion

Introduction

In the previous chapter, I provided in-depth profiles of the 14 participants and
presented the two key themes that emerged from the interviews. The first theme
explored how participants legitimise some reading practices and not others according
to seemingly subjective criteria. The second theme explored how participants' home
and school cultures influence how they value various reading practices. In this chapter,
I discuss these two themes from a Bourdieusian perspective in order to untangle some
of the complexities constituting the multidimensional field of reading. In doing so, I
highlight the point that reading takes on many forms, yet a reading practice is only
valued if it is recognised by other social agents (individuals and institutions) within a
specific field, or, in other words, their socio-cultural context. I also argue that although
not all reading practices hold their value when transposed into other fields, because the
participants of this study are secondary school students and there is always some cachet
attached to reading practices that align with those valued by the education system.
Following this discussion, I reflect on the implications of the findings and offer
recommendations to those with vested interests in the reading activities of older
teenagers, such as teachers, parents, and teenagers themselves. Finally, I suggest future
research possibilities in this area.

Discussion of Key Themes

Theme 1: There are many forms of reading, but not all are considered legitimate

Bourdieu’s theory of cultural capital posits that cultural practices are
legitimised or disavowed, depending on which social agents dominate a field at a given
time. There was no uniform definition of reading amongst participants but all

participants agreed that reading classical literature or literary fiction is a legitimate
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reading practice but that the reading of these highbrow texts is only legitimate when it
1S a voluntary activity. This finding highlights the central role that the English
curriculum hierarchy plays in legitimising both in-school and out-of-school reading
practices.! Even though participants might dislike, or are unfamiliar with reading
literature, all of them recognise it as a valorised practice because it is consecrated in
the school system and consequently within broader society, thus within the field of
power.

Some participants took into account newer text forms when they considered
their reading identities. For example, Jack includes his reading of online articles and
both Jason and Nick include the reading of written text in computer games as legitimate
forms of reading. Yet even for participants with a more inclusive concept of reading,
engaging solely in these broader practice does not make one a reader. All participants
adhered to the notion that readers must engage in the recreational activity of reading
novels that are either recognised within the English classroom or are in some way more
sophisticated. Only Tania and Jason included the reading of materials that are
traditionally classified as “low-brow” (such as self-help books, celebrity memoirs and
women’s magazines) in their conceptualisations of reading.

Most readers believed that few of their peers engaged in the same reading
practices that they did. Amongst participants who identified as readers, there was a
perceptible sense of pride and confidence when they described their reading of books

that others thought of as complex and challenging. These attitudes align with Griswold

! Significantly, most participants referred solely to the reading of prose fiction in their responses about
reading. Drama and poetry were only mentioned within the context of texts studied within the Literature
classroom. However, the evolution of canonical forms over half a millennium lies outside of the scope
of study. See Guillory’s (1994, 85-133) critical analysis of how poetry’s high culture status and prose’s
low culture status shifted between the sixteenth to nineteenth centuries, as he explains how the
conceptualisation of the term literature itself changes.
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et al.’s 2005 forecast that book reading would eventually be limited to an elite minority,
just as it was in the days before the Industrial Revolution. Jacqueline’s belief that
readers are in some way morally superior and have “calmer” dispositions—citing that
those who read are more “civilised” and less likely to engage in anti-social
behaviours—distances her from her peers who engage in reading practices different
from her own. Her self-positioning and positioning of others is akin to how the mothers
in Butler’s (2015) study distinguish themselves from those in their social space who
they deem as morally inferior.

Daniel distances his reading preferences from those of his peers by excluding
online reading from his conceptualisation of reading by labelling it as an everyday
practice that “most [other] people do”. His attitude illustrates how in the field of
reading, texts that are too accessible and popular carry with them the “stigma of non-
writing” and “mere orality” (Guillory 1994, 174). Similarly, Lucas regards his
preference for complex literature as a marginalised practice that sets him apart,
favourably, from the average reader of his age. Lucas is reluctant to classity The
Witcher series as fantasy fiction and instead aligns it with literary fiction by
highlighting the series’ realist elements and political commentary. Lucas believes that
there are critical differences between him and readers of the popular Game of Thrones
(GOT) series because he believes that most people read GOT only because the
television series currently dominates the public imaginary. This finding exemplifies
how it is not so much the content of a book upon which symbolic capital is based, but
rather a book’s “marginal value” and as such, the value of a cultural practice produced

for the mass market declines when it becomes too accessible (Bourdieu 1990, 136).2

2 Since the interviews were conducted, video streaming provider Netflix announced that they were
making an English language adaptation of The Witcher series.
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Bourdieu (1993) points out that art created in the interest of profitability is assigned
less cultural value (1993, 124) and traces this phenomenon to the Industrial Revolution
when technological advances enabled the mass production of goods for a mass market
(1993, 125). Yet ironically, participants who thought of themselves as engaging in a
rarefied activity, are in fact reading books that are well known not only in Australia
but around the world. In fact, the only books that participant might read which are less
accessible are small-press publications, and they are more likely to find something
rarefied online than in print. The literary fiction Angelina, Aylish, and Theresa read in
their leisure time have long been in the public imaginary because they are promoted
through the English curriculum, received high-profile literary awards, or have been
adapted for film or television.®> Daniel and Lucas read books that are bestsellers, some
of which are so popular there are films or gaming franchises associated with them.
Daniel’s favourite author, Matthew Reilly, for example, is a New York Times
bestselling author and The Witcher is a successful multimedia franchise. The
difference between book reading practices that participants consider legitimate and
ones they do not is thus based on the institutional recognition and prestige attached to
a specific book. Classical and modern literary fiction are sanctioned by the education
system or successful franchises. Daniel and Lucas’ favourite books are not endorsed
by school system but have been recognised by respected media institutions such as the

New York Times. The works of Lucas’ favourite author, Andrzej Sapkowski, has

3 In my interviews, I asked participants to identify any authors or books they were familiar with. (See
Appendix IIT). While I was not surprised that all participants recognised Frankenstein, I did not expect
so many participants to recognise Oscar Wilde. I initially thought they had confused him with someone
else until a participant pointed out that he might have encountered the name in a computer game but had
forgotten which one. Oscar Wilde is a character in the popular computer game Assassin’s Creed which
is now a franchise with movie and book tie-ins. Wilde’s play Salome is also a computer game (Tale of
Tales 2009). Due to the scope of this project, I did not explore the relationship between the cultural
capital of reading and computer gaming.
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received numerous national and international literary and arts awards (Culture.pl
2017).

The boundary that participants draw between readers and non-readers is not
only dependent on whether they read but by their ability to legitimise reading choices
through broader cultural knowledge and linguistic competency. In other words,
cultural capital enables certain participants to add value to reading practices that are
otherwise disparaged. Michelle and Angelina both read YA romance novels but
whereas Michelle internalises the symbolic violence directed at this genre, labelling
them as “girlie” books or “just books about people like me”, Angelina proudly calls
herself a “fangirl” of these books. Angelina legitimises her reading of books that others
denigrate by harnessing her cultural resources. She can confidently identify the
intertextual references to classical literature in books from the Twilight series and
eloquently justify her love of the book and understanding of the milieu in which the
book was celebrated by almost every teenage girl. The differences in how Angelina
and Michelle categorise the same reading practice exemplifies how “minimum
objective distance in social space can coincide with maximum subjective distance”
(Bourdieu 1990, 137) in the struggle for dominance in a field.

Angelina’s diverse reading choices exemplifies “high-brow omnivorousness”
(Patterson and Kern 1996, 906) and it is her possession of cultural capital that allows
her to reclaim a maligned reading practice. In contrast, Jacqueline assigns little value
to books in the Twilight series even though she is an aficionado of YA supernatural
novels because like Lucas, Jacqueline cites a preference for reading more complex
literature. She dismisses books in the Twilight series by comparing them unfavourably

to Bram Stoker’s Dracula and the Vampire Diaries, a Y A vampire series that predates
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Twilight with a significant cult following. Jaqueline positions The Vampire Diaries
above Twilight because she regards the former as more “adult”.

All other participants only thought of reading as a set of practices within a field
that is shaped and regulated by the education system and thus most participants did not
include their online reading practices in their definition of reading.* Participants
reported that they used computers in the classroom mainly for research purposes.’ Mia
is aware of the legitimacy of fashion blogs and the existence of professional bloggers,
yet her responses indicate that she views her blog-reading practices as subordinate to
her traditional reading practices.® Participants did not group e-books with other online
reading texts, even though e-books are accessed online. This finding aligns with Singer
and Alexander's (2017,1060) supposition that e-book reading does not reconceptualise

reading itself but rather the context in which reading takes place.

Theme 2: Schools and homes are sites where reading practices are shaped and

formed.
Schools and the legitimisation of reading practices
Michelle’s unique experience of attending three very different types of schools
offers insights into how school cultures shape individual habitus, which in turn
influences reading choices. At St Anne’s, Michelle’s first school, reading was

encouraged and valued beyond the primary school years. At William’s College, her

4 Although Jack’s initial responses indicated that his online reading practices are just as legitimate as his
book reading ones, in subsequent responses about reading he defaulted to book reading practices.

5 Jason was the only participant who spoke about using laptops in the classroom. Theresa reported that
although laptops were optional at her school for students in her year, this was not the case for other year
groups.

61t is beyond the scope of this project to explore the “rules of the game” in the field of fashion blogging.
See McQuarrie, Miller and Phillips’s (2013) study on the “megaphone effect”, which explores the online
phenomenon of fashion bloggers gaining legitimacy through amassing a large audience without
institutional mediation.
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second school, there was not the same level of support and encouragement, and most
students were ambivalent about reading. Michelle perceives that at Birchtown College,
the dominant group is made up of individuals who denigrate those who do read.” ®
Mia’s experience at Hillingdon Christian College is comparable to Michelle’s
experiences at William’s College where readers were subject to low levels of symbolic
violence and were stigmatised as “anti-social”. Aylish reported a similar experience at
her school but noted that reading is more acceptable in senior school. Nonetheless,
Aylish does not read on public transport to and from school for fear of being mocked.

As participants are still in formal education, school cultures and the education
system heavily influence their evaluation and validation of certain reading practices.
Participants who disregard those who disparage book reading are aware that these acts
of symbolic violence lack meaning in the broader field of power because the prestige
of reading books is maintained through its recognition by the school system (Guillory
1994, 174). Jacqueline identifies those with negative attitudes towards reading as “less
civilised” and Angelina dismisses their views as illogical. Those who have the
confidence to reject these views are not necessarily at schools that have an academic
focus, but they are students who are on academic pathways.

Even though the definition of reading is socially contested, participants’ belief
that reading literature is undoubtedly a practice that qualifies one as a reader, highlights
the influence of the hierarchically organised English curriculum, which positions
ATAR Literature, a subject that involves reading classical literature and literary fiction,

at the highest level (see Table 5.1).” Within micro-spaces, participants might reject

7 St. Cecilia’s and Michelle’s previous school St. Anne’s are both K-12 single-sex elite private schools.
The scope of this project does not permit me to closely examine how the intersectionality of class, race
and gender affects individual reading choices within specific fields.

8 William College has an ICSEA that falls between 1000-1050. See Table 4.1 for comparable schools.
% The latest version of the SCSA’s English syllabus page places English above Literature (2018b). It is
unclear whether the choice to position the categories in this fashion indicates a shift in the English
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these dominant reading codes, but at a macro level, practices that are not legitimised

by formal institutions struggle for recognition and status.

Table 5.1 Hierarchy of Senior School English Subjects in Western Australia

2010-2015 2016 onwards
Stage 3
ATAR
Stage 2
\ General
Stage 1
Foundation
Foundation
Preliminary
Preliminary
Literature, English and EALD were Stage 1, 2 and 3 Literature is only available as a subject at ATAR or
subjects. English and EALD were subjects at all five General level. English and EALD is a subject at all
levels. four levels. The current ATAR corresponds more to
Stage 3 (SCSA, 2016).

The English subject hierarchy creates intellectual boundaries in its streaming
of students into university, VET, and other pathways. The division of students into
different pathways within a school is a reproduction of the stratification of schools into
grammar and trade schools.!? In theory, all students have the option of combining VET

and university-pathway units to obtain their WACE. However, timetable gridlines do

curriculum hierarchy, or whether these interface design choices have been made because most students
study English.See https://senior-secondary.scsa.wa.edu.au/syllabus-and-support-materials/english

10 At the time of the interviews, all state senior high schools, that is schools that offered Year 11 and 12
subjects, offered both university and non-university pathways. However, in 2016 Clarkson Community
College discontinued all ATAR courses due to low student demand and the belief that students cannot
“achieve their best” in small classes (Wynne 2016).
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not permit such subject combinations and there are different entry requirements for
university and TAFE.'! As such, students who have been streamed into lower level
English classes, such as Marlow and Tania, are less likely to learn the so-called “higher
order” skills of critical literacy and critical theory, and potentially miss out on acquiring
the cultural codes of the dominant class (Guillory 1994).

Participants who have had the opportunity to study ATAR Literature but have
chosen not to, take pride in being deemed capable enough by their Year 10 English
teachers to study what they perceive as the more intellectually challenging course
(Jack, Daniel, Michael, and Nick).'?> For some participants, ATAR Literature is not an
option because in a marketised school system, budgetary constraints determine which
senior school courses run at each school.!*'* Participants who wanted the opportunity
to undertake ATAR pathways but were streamed into VET courses, expressed a sense
of disappointment and consider themselves less capable than their ATAR-pathway
peers. Jason was not affected by his placement in a lower-level class, as he claims to
have no university aspiration, but he pointed out that there were many students in his
VET stream who could have chosen an academic pathway but chose not to. There were
no VET students at Jack’s school and Theresa reported that there were perhaps only
one or two students who were not ATAR students at St. Cecilia’s (see Table 5.2 for

statistics on all participants’ schools” ATAR cohorts). '

! University pathway ATAR students must study at least four ATAR subjects, and VET students
sometimes take part in off-campus training.

12 Aylish is the only Literature student who attends a co-educational school. She notes that there are only
two boys in her class and that there is broader gender imbalance at her school because of the arts focus.
It is outside of the scope of this project to explore the role of gender in English curriculum selection and
its broader implications.

13 Although Jacqueline is in AEP English, she will not have the opportunity to study Literature at
Riverdale College. She will however, have the opportunity to study ATAR English.

14 The IPS system allows school communities to function as private schools and “respond to the needs
of the child” and “reflect the aspirations of their students” (Department of Education 2018c).

15 Students who do not qualify for either VET or ATAR pathways and are at secondary school to
complete their high school qualifications undertake foundation English courses with the aim of passing
the minimal English requirement to achieve a WACE qualification.
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Table 5.2 Percentage of ATAR Students at Participants’ Schools 2014-2015

School (System) Participant Percentage of Year 12
with an ATAR in
2014/2015*
Stewart College (IPS State) Jason 35%
Rutland Quay Senior College Tania 50%
(State IPS)
Jacaranda SHS (IPS State) Daniel 80%
Riverdale College (IPS State) Jaqueline 20%
St. Cecilia College (AISWA) Theresa, 100%
Angelina
St. Isidore College (Catholic) Michael 30%
Robertson College (IPS State) Aylish 70%
St. Francis College (Catholic) Lucas 90%
Waverly SHS (IPS State) Nick 60%
Birchtown College (IPS State) Michelle, 0%
Marlow
Hillingdon Christian College Mia 60%
(AISWA)
Atlantic School (IPS State) Jack 100%

*These statistics are taken from published TISC data. The percentages are average
2014 and 2015 data and rounded to the nearest 5% in order to anonymise participants
and their schools. In 2014 and 2015, the year interviews were conducted, all Year 12
students with an ATAR had studied either ATAR stage 2 or 3 English, Literature or an
EALD course of study.

In some micro-spaces—such as in the Birchtown College’s schoolyard or on
the bus Aylish catches to and from school—people who are seen reading are subject
to symbolic violence because the dominant agents in these spaces do not value reading.
The value of acquiring traditional forms of cultural capital through reading literature
is mitigated in contemporary Australian society where traditional class structures are
upended. However, students who do not have access to higher level English subjects
are denied the opportunity to read critically, a skill that is a component of modern
understandings of literacy, and learn reading approaches that equip them with the skills

that generate “intellectual pleasure” (ATAR Literature, 2018). The skillset taught in
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lower-level English subjects focuses more on functional rather than critical literacy.
Although individuals might pick up these so-called higher order skills at home or later
in life, this is not always a given, and such inequality of opportunity is worrying given

that Australia is a liberal democracy.

Parents and the transmission of cultural capital

Many studies find a correlation between traditional forms of reading and
academic success (Brown and Sullivan 2007; Cunningham and Stanovich 1997;
Nuttall 1996; Stanovich 1986; Sullivan 2002) but do not explain why those who do not
read still achieve academic success. Through a Bourdieusian perspective, however, it
is apparent that Nick and Michael’s aliteracy is not a barrier to school success because
their habitus is similar to that of participants who identify as readers and are successful
at school, such as Daniel and Lucas. Both Nick and Michael understand the “rules of
the game” and know how to read effectively for academic purposes. Michael attributes
his success in book-based English assessments to his ability to skim and scan texts, his
attentiveness in the English classroom, and teachers who teach him test strategies.
Similarly Nick knows how to reads for academic purposes and is aware that his
strategic reading and research skills have enabled him to achieve high grades in
English. Although Nick refuses to read set-texts, he reads key passages when he reads
about these books in online study guides and other support materials.'® However, Nick
does not classify this practice as “reading” because, like most other participants, he
bases his definition of reading on traditional notions of reading. Nick is aware that that

he is constantly exposed to words and ideas in his leisure time through his engagement

16 Lucas, Michael and Nick all reported that they do not always read entire set-texts and instead employ
reading strategies which are taught at university level. See “Chapter 8: Academic reading” in Academic
culture (Brick 2011).
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with multimodal texts—such as playing computer games, reading online articles,
listening to Bob Dylan, and conversing with relatives in his family’s European
language (one that he recognises as a root language of contemporary English)—and
understands how he can transpose this skill and knowledge-set into academic
assessment tasks.!”

Participants who attain good grades at school are not necessarily readers, but
they have at least one parent who knows cultural codes of the dominant class and
continues to practise “concerted cultivation” (Laureau 2011). Both Michael and Nick
have university-educated parents who possess the economic and cultural resources to
provide their children with not only material resources such as a comfortable physical
space to study, computers, unrestricted internet access, books for recreational and
academic purposes, and of course financial support, and also a supportive and
intellectually stimulating home environment. Even though Nick and Michael might not
read, they continue to engage in other cultural activities with their parents, such as
overseas trips which involve cultural excursions or listening to their parents talk about
books. Their inherited cultural capital accounts for why many of the assumptions
underlying reading studies do not apply to all aliterates.

Tania, who identifies as a reader, is not a high achieving student and has been
streamed out of university pathways. Tania’s home culture is more aligned with those
of Jason, Michelle, Marlow and Theresa, who also have home cultural practices, that
are not necessarily aligned with those privileged by the school system. Theresa and

Michelle (until external factors changed her life’s trajectory) come from homes where

17 Since my interview with Nick, Bob Dylan achieved institutional recognition in the literary world
as he was awarded in 2016 a Nobel Literature Prize for “poetic expression” in his song writing (The
Nobel Foundation 2017).
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their parents choose to use their economic capital to buy into elite school systems to
make up for their lack of cultural capital at home. Although Jason’s home cultural
practices do not align with a school that privileges university pathways, they do not
contradict and in many ways align with Stewart College, an IPS school, which is

arguably shaped by perceived community needs.

Conclusions

The objective of this dissertation has been to provide a rich descriptive and critically
reflective account of how an individual’s habitus informs their reading choices and
shapes their attitudes towards and evaluations of various forms of reading. Regardless
of the legitimacy of participants’ reading practices, all participants engaged in
academic reading to varying degrees because they were, at the time of the interviews,
secondary school students. All participants, including those who claimed to be non-
readers, engaged in other reading practices because of their engagement with social
media. '® Participants’ reading choices are largely informed by their habitus, which in
turn is shaped by a broader range of practices shared by others in their social space, or
group habitus. Participants’ attitudes towards different reading practices are informed
by agents sharing the same field (their parents, teachers and peers) who have had their
attitudes shaped over time by their individual and group habitus.

Most participants were reluctant to classify their reading of digital texts, other than
e-books, as legitimate forms of reading, which suggests that their notions about reading
are based on practices sanctioned by the education system. In micro-spaces—which

for participants include the schoolyard, bus, or a church community—reading practices

18 Although I was unsure of Marlow’s reading ability, his disclosure that he spends most of his time
working at a fast food franchise indicated that he has the reading level required to partake in work place
training. He would also need basic literacy to access some of the YouTube channels he regularly watches.
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are valued or devalued according to agents populating these micro-spaces, and these
preferences are not necessarily legitimised by any formal institution. According to the
working definition of cultural capital that I use in this thesis, these practices are forms
of cultural capital because they can be exchanged for social capital but only with that
specific space. These practices might currently lack meaning in the field of power
because of the lack recognition by a formal institution, however, this does not mean
that they will not be legitimised in the future. Over time, the constitution of agents
within the field of power is diversified through an individual’s accrual of cultural
capital thus changing the characteristics of the field. However, to compete with the
existing dominant players, these newer perspectives must be legitimised by other
formal institutions which are themselves populated with their own set of players.
Without the power of institutional recognition, there can only be small movements
within the field, and these are not sufficient enough to change the rules nor the
boundaries of the game.
Implications and Recommendations

The idea that within micro-spaces, individual and group habitus informs
reading preferences—and reciprocally these preferences shape habitus—explains why
participants who come from homes or communities whose habitus is incongruous with
those who dominate the field of power are disadvantaged at school. Students who do
not prove to schools that they are capable of academic reading are barred from taking
higher-level courses after Year 10, which limits their opportunities. Given that state
schools in WA are moving towards an IPS system, a school with a significant cohort
of students from homes with lower levels of cultural capital, could potentially have a

significant population streamed into non-ATAR pathways and consequently cease to
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offer ATAR English or Literature where students have the opportunity to extend their
reading practices and are exposed to critical literacy.'”

Reading is an intimate leisure activity, but it is also a literacy mode that is regularly
taught and assessed in schools. Readers of this thesis who are teachers, parents, or older
teenagers themselves, should reflect upon their own definition of reading, why they
might privilege some forms of reading over others, and how their positions are
negotiated within the field of power and micro-spaces. They could also contemplate
the benefits that they derive from their various reading practices as well as the
investment they put into these everyday practices that they might perhaps take for
granted.

Further studies on the reading practices of primary and secondary school teachers
would offer insights into how individuals working within education systems position
various reading and other cultural practices, and how this might play out in classrooms.
Similarly, a qualitative study of parental reading practices would also deepen
understandings of how cultural capital is transmitted and inherited. Indeed, issues of
race, ethnicity, immigration, and gender of all social agents could also be further
explored. Researchers, whose habitus differ from mine, could replicate this study and

perhaps place more of an emphasis on digital reading practices.

19 Guillory notes that early twentieth-century Italian philosopher and politician Antonio Gramsci was
prescient in expressing his concerns about the “paradoxical social effects” of a more democratic
education system, which streams students into vocational and non-vocational schools (1994, 48).
Gramsci agues for the establishment of “unitary” schools where the curriculum is a balance of technical
skills and intellectual knowledge required for participation (1994, 48-49).
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Epilogue

Developed as one part of a creative and critical thesis and through a Bourdieusian
lens, the dissertation has interpreted the findings of semi-structured interviews with 14
older teenagers at Perth metropolitan schools. The two key themes presented in this
qualitative study are also embedded in the creative component. Through the latter, I
explored, in another language and through different fictional genres, the ways in which
reading, in its diverse forms, practices, meanings and significance plays out (or might
play out) in our lives and communities.

My overarching claim for this thesis is that the language of critical scholarship
(reflective, descriptive, questioning and evaluative) and the language of the
imagination (observant, dramatic, emotive, and even satirical) can be read productively
alongside, and in conversation with, one another. In this way, we may more deeply
appreciate the pervasive, intimate, and inexhaustible ways that reading has played and

continues to play in our individual, social and political lives.
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Appendix I: List of Acronyms

ACARA Australian Curriculum Assessment and Reporting Authority

AISWA Association of Independent Schools Western Australia

ATAR Australian Tertiary Admissions Rank

CALD Culturally and Linguistically Diverse

DER Digital Education Revolution

EALD English as an additional dialect

GATE Gifted and Talented Education

ICSEA Index of Community Socio-Educational Advantage

IPS Independent Public School

OECD Organisation for economic co-operation and development

PISA Program for International Student Assessment

NAPLAN National Assessment Program Literacy and Numeracy
Assessment

SCSA School Curriculum and Standards Authority (Western Australia)

SEA Socio-Economic Advantage

SES Socio-Economic Status

TAFE Technical and further education

UNESCO United Nations Education Scientific and Cultural Organisation

UWA University of Western Australia

VET Vocational Education and Training

WACE Western Australia Certificate of Education

YA Young Adult
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Appendix II: The Qualitative Continuum

Using Laura Ellingson’s (2009) concept of crystallisation, I situate this study as one
that uses interpretevist phenomenological, critical, and creative analytic qualitative
approaches. The following table (adapted from Ellingson 2009, chapt 1, Figure 1.1) is
a summary of the three main areas of Ellingson’s qualitative continuum that
researchers can blend and move amongst. Ellingson suggests that crystallisation suits
all research paradigms except for positivist researchers and the process fits within both
social constructionist and critical approaches. The methods used in my study are both
middle ground and art/impressionist approaches. In thematically coding interview data

I adopt processes that Ellingson classifies under the science/realistic stance.
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The Qualitative Continuum

Art/Impressionist Middle Ground Science/Realist
Approach

Goal Unravels and construct To construct situated To discover objective
accepted truths; explore | knowledge, explore the truth, generalise to larger
the specific and generate | typical. generate population, explain
art description and reality “out there,”

understandings. generate scientific
knowledge and predict
behaviour

Questions | How do we cope with How do participants What does it mean from
life? understand their world? the researcher’s point of
What other ways can we | How do the participants view? What behaviours
imagine? and author co-construct a | can be predicted?

What is unique about my | world? What is the relationship
or another’s experience What are the pragmatic between factors?
implications of this
research?

Methods Auto ethnography, Semi-structured Coding textual data,
interactive interviewing, | interviewing, focus random sampling,
participant observation, groups, observation and frequency of behaviours,
performance, ethnography, thematic, measurements, Surveys
sociological metaphoric and narrative | and structured interviews
introspection and visual analysis, grounded
arts theory, case studies,

participatory action
research and
historical/archival
research

Writing Use of first person, Use of first-person voice | Single authoritative
literary techniques, Incorporation of brief interpretation
stories, poetic narratives in research Meaning summarised in
transcription, multi-vocal | reports tables and charts
and multi-genre texts, Use of “snippets” of Objectivity and
layered accounts, participants’ words minimisation of bias
personal reflections, Single interpretation with | highlighted
personal reflections and | implied partiality and
open to multiple positionality
interpretations Some considerations of

researcher’s standpoint(s)

Researcher | Researcher as the main Participants are the focus, | Researcher is presented
focus or as much of the but researcher’s as irrelevant to results
focus of research as other | positionality is key to
participants inform findings

Criteria Do these stories ring Flexible criteria, clarity Authoritative rules,

true, resonate, engage,
move? Are they
coherent, plausible,
interesting, aesthetically
pleasing?

and openness of process,
clear reasoning and use
of support,

evidence of
researcher’s reflexivity

specific criteria for data
similar to quantitative,
prescribed
methodological
processes.

Highlighted boxes indicate my research approach.
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Appendix III: Semi-Structured Interview Questions

(a) Semi-structured Questions (with follow-up, probing and specific questions)

I used the set of questions below, to guide my interviews with the first two participants
(Jason and Tania). After conducting my first two interviews, I realised that [ needed to
reorder my line of questioning and include more follow-up and probing questions for

reasons I outlined in chapter three.

Age —
Date of Birth-

School -

- Canyou tell me a little bit about yourself and why you chose to take part in this project?

o  What year are you in school?
a. Ifin Year 11/12 What subjects are you taking this year? Ifin Year 10 What subjects
are you thinking about taking next year?
o Why did you volunteer yourself for this project? Or why do you think your mum/dad
suggested you take part in this survey?
a. Is it because you consider yourself a reader/non-reader?

- I’m going to ask you a few questions that will help me find out about what sort of things
you liked to read when you were younger

Can you tell me about the types of books you liked to read when you were in primary school?

o Did you have a favourite book or story, and can you remember what it was
that you loved about it?

o Did you ever follow a book series? If yes, could you tell me a bit about that?

o When you were younger, where did you get your books from?

e Did you have a school or local library that your teacher or parent took
you to?

e Can you tell me a little about when you read at home or at school
whether you did it independently? That is did teachers or parents read
with you?

e  What do/did your parents do for a living?

e  What is their cultural/ethnic background? Eg. Were they born here,
do they speak another language?

e Would you call your parents (mum or dad) “readers”? What sort of
books do they read?
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How would you compare your reading habits now to when you were younger?
o Do you think you read more or less?
o Could you tell me a bit about the last book that you read and could you tell me
what they were about and how much you enjoyed or didn’t enjoy it?
i. For fun
ii. For school
iii. For information
o How much of an influence do friends and other people have on what you read?
o How do you access your reading material?
iv. Do you go to the school or local library, do you go on-line, bookshops,
friends

I’'m now going to ask you a few questions about your attitudes towards reading these
days.

v. Would you say you enjoyed reading more when you were younger than
you do now?

1. If you think your enjoyment has changed, could you explain to
me why you think you enjoy it more/less.

vi. Given a choice between reading a paper book or an on-line text, which
would you choose and why?

vii. How much time would you spend surfing the internet or on social media?
What sort of websites do you visit and how many of these do you think
would involve a lot of word text?

viii. How often do you read fiction these days and how does this compare to
when you were younger?

ix. Would you agree with the following “A reader lives a thousand lives
before he dies. The man who never reads lives only one.” (George R.R.
Martin)

1.  Why or why not?

a. If you agree with this statement, has there been a book
that has opened up your world? Could you tell me about
that book.

b. Ifyou disagree with this statement, can you explain why
you don’t agree?

X. Would you agree with the following quote ““The more that you read, the
more things you will know. The more that you learn, the more places
you'll go.” (Dr Seuss).

1. Why or why not?

a. If you agree with this statement, has there been a book
that has opened up your world? Could you tell me about
that book. It doesn’t have to be fiction or non fiction. It
can be any text type.

b. Ifyou disagree with this statement, can you explain why
you don’t agree?
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(b) Semi-structured Questions (with follow-up, probing and specific

questions)

The document below is what I brought with me and used in subsequent interviews. I included
a question about participants’ familiarity with specific books to stimulate further
conversation about reading practices. Although these books were mostly randomly selected,

I included titles that I predicted that participants would be familiar with, either from reading

the book itself, viewing the screen adaptation, or in popular discourse.

to say.

State research purpose and what I intend to do with the data.
Write it up into my thesis and for publication in academic journals where I can share the ideas to
improve teaching practices and curriculum.

1. You do not have to answer the question if you don’t want to.

2. Some of the questions I’ll ask later on in the interview might be similar to an earlier

question, so you can go more in depth. It is likely that towards the end, you might be
thinking about earlier questions and feel free to take your time to think about what you want

3. Ifyou feel that I’'m rushing through too many of the questions and wish to return to an earlier
question, just let me know.

READ out and ask participant to sign consent form.

Intro
Warm up questions

A few questions about
your age, school,
hobbies and family
background.

1.

2.
3.
4

*®

What is your date of birth?
What year are you in at school?
Which school do you go to?
Do you go to school in your area? If not what was the decision for
going to your current school?
What subjects are you taking at school? (if Year 11/12)
If you are in Year 11, what subjects will you take next year in
school.
If end of Year 12, what plans do you have for next year?
What do your parents do for a living?
a. Mum
b. Dad
Were you born here?
Where are your parents from?
Do you speak a language other than English?
i. Can you read/write in that language?
ii. What languages do your parents speak or are
literate in?

10. How many siblings do you have? If any.
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11. Who lives in your household?

First question

What is your favourite story of all time? (Doesn’t have to be a book—
can be a movie, short story, other text types, etc.)

More questions about
participant

1. What are some of your hobbies—things you like to do in your
spare time?
i. Do you participate in after school activities or
clubs? Private music lessons, sports (organized)
ii. How long have you been doing this activity for?

2. When you heard about this research, did you think of yourself as a
“reader” or “non-reader”
i. Can you explain why you call yourself a

reader/non-reader?

ii. How would you define reader? When you hear
the word “reading” what do you think of?

iii. What other words or ideas or activities do you
associate with the word “reading”?

The next few questions
will help me find out
about the types of books
you enjoyed reading
when you were
younger.

Please take your time
to think back to this
period in your life.

1. Can you tell me about the types of books you liked to read when you were
in primary school?
a. Did you have a favourite book or story, and can you
remember what it was that you loved about it?

b. Did you ever follow a book series? If yes - could you tell
me a bit about that?

c. How did you get into that series? (That is, did a teacher
introduce you to it, did you hear about it from friends or
family members.)

2. When you were younger, where did you access your books from?

i.Did you have a school or local library that your teacher or
parent took you?

ii.Can you tell me a little about when you read at home or at
school? Eg. Did you read independently? Did your teachers or
parents read with you?

3. Would you call your parents “readers”? Can you explain why you
gave that answer?
i. what sort of texts do your parents read?
ii. Do they read on-line or paper books?
iii. Can you tell me about the types of texts they
read?

Current reading habits.
Now I'm going to ask
you a few questions to
get an idea of your
current reading habits.
Some of these questions
might cover the same
territory.

1. How would you define “reading”?

1.  Would you consider reading the back of a cereal packet
“reading”?
2. List as many examples as you want.

2.  What forms of reading do you do these days? For example, where
do you read and for what purpose?

3. Or another way of looking at it, how often do you have to read
during the course of a day from the moment you wake up to when
you fall asleep? (weekday or weekend)

4. How would you compare your reading habits now to when you
were younger?

1. Do you read more or less these days?
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1.
il.
iil.

Can you tell me about the last book that you read?
Was it for school or for leisure?
What was it about?
Prompt to discuss more about the book — if it was for school, ask
participant how the teacher taught it to them? What follow up
activities did they have to engage in?
[s it important to you that you can relate to the characters in the
books that you have read in the past?
Can you tell me more about the last book you read for

school

Fun

Information

What was it about? What happens in it? How did you discover it?

Do you read novels in other humanities subjects? Eg. Social studies?

*®

PP =0

10.
11.

How much did friends or other people have on what you read?
How influenced are you by other forms of media when it comes to
reading paper books or e-books.

How do you access books these days?

School library

On-line

Bookstores

Gifts

Would you say you enjoy reading more or less these days?

Is it cool to read at your school? Is reading an acceptable activity
at your school? Or if you are in Year 11/12 — before you got into
senior school.

Multicultural and
Indigenous texts

Have you read any books by Indigenous writers about their experiences?
Could you tell me a bit more about that? Have you read books by people
who are from other cultures? [Cultures other than English/Anglo-
Australian]

Digital text types/ICT

Next few questions are for me to get an idea of how you use digital media.
As you may or may not know you are a “digital native” in that you
probably have not known of a world before the computer. Would you say
that this is true?

I.
2.

3.
4.

PR

10.

11.

Do you read online?
Did your school give you a laptop to use? Do you bring your own
device?
Have you heard of Watt Pad?
If not, did your school give you access to a personal laptop during
school hours? Was this connected to the WIFI?
How much time do you spend on-line? (Include both home and
school)
What websites do you visit? Can you tell me a bit about them?
What youtube channels do you follow?
Can you tell me about the types of social media you use?
How much of your time do you use to play computer games?
(You can include other platforms such as WII/PS3-4/ - are there
other ones?)

Are you a gamer?
How often do you go to the cinema? Watch DVDs? Download
movies?
Have your parents ever restricted your screen time? Either now or
when you were younger?
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12. What devices/ICT do you use to access your digital media?
Phone/laptop/tablet etc..

13. Given a choice between a paper book version or an e-book, which
would you choose and why?

14. When you are on-line to look for information, which sites do you

go to?

15. What else do you read online?

In the English
classroom

1.

2.

3.
books
films

il

Can you tell me about your favourite subjects at school —
past or present.

Which English course are you taking? If you are in Year
10 — do you know how the teachers sort you out into
separate English classes? Is it random or does it depend
on whether or not you want to go to TAFE or Uni?

What have you studied in English this year?

print media
on-line media

If participant mentions specific books or texts, ask them to explain more
about what they had to do with the text. How were they asked to respond to

the text?

Do you enjoy English at school?

What are books or texts that you have been introduced to
at school, that you probably never would have picked up
on your own accord?

Did you enjoy these books? Why or why not?

What forms of writing do you enjoy? (This includes text
messaging/writing notes in class)

If you are in Year 10, have you thought about which
English course you will do next year?

ATAR versus VET

. What are your plans for after you leave high school? [If

any]

Knowledge of texts and
authors.

[Use to further
discussion on reading]

I’m going to name some authors and tell me if you have heard of them,

or read their books.

i. Shakespeare

ii.
iii.
iv.

Vi.
Vil.
viii.
iX.

Xi.
Xii.
Xiii.
Xiv.
XV.
XVi.
XVii.
XViil.

Charles Dickens
William Blake
Jane Austen

Tim Winton

JR Tolkein

JK Rowling
Stephanie Meyers
TS Eliot

Patrick White
Banjo Patterson
Henry Lawson
John Marsden
John Green
Phillip Pullman
Gorge RR Martin
Neil Gaiman
Shaun Tan
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xix. Enid Blyton
xx. Oscar Wilde
xxi. Nam Le

xxii. Macbeth
xxiii. David Copperfield
xxiv. Paradise Lost
xxv. Pride and Prejudice
xxvi. Cloudstreet
xxvil. Lord of the Rings
xxviil. Harry Potter
xxix. Twilight
xxx. Frankenstein
xxxi. Sherlock Holmes
xxxil. The Sharknet
xxxiii. Game of Thrones
xxxiv. Nineteen eighty-four 1984 /Animal Farm
xxxv. To Kill a Mockingbird

If this list triggers conversation about an author or text they recognize or
enjoy, ask participant to tell you more about it and where they read/heard
about the text or characters from the text.

Shakespeare 1. Which plays?
2. What did you enjoy about it?
3. What did you enjoy about it?
4. How was it taught to you?
General questions 1. If time wasn’t a factor, what would you do in your spare time?
about recreational 2. If reading was is one of the activities listed, do you get to do it much?
activities 3. If you still read recreationally, is it incidental or do you put time aside
to read?
Attitudes towards 1. Would you agree with the following “A reader lives a thousand lives

reading and knowledge

before he dies. The man who never reads lives only one.” (George
R.R.Martin — on Twitter!) Why or why not?

1. If you agree with this statement, has there been a book that has opened
up your world?

2. Can you tell me about that book?

Access to knowledge

1. Would you agree with the following quote “The more that you read,
the more things you will know. The more that you learn, the more
places you'll go.” (Dr Seuss). Why or why not?

1. If you agree with this statement, has there been a book that has
opened up your world? Could you tell me about that book. It
doesn’t have to be fiction or non-fiction. It can be any text type.

2. What are other sources of information?

Prompt: television, other media, people—parents and teachers,
institutions etc..

Final Thoughts

1. In what way, if at all, has reading influenced your experience of
the world?

2. Would you say it has offered you more knowledge, escapism,
entertainment, ideas and views about the world?

3. What value do you place on reading? That is, is your reading
incidental or do you set time aside to read for pleasure?

182




Final Questions

i

Anything else to add?

Any questions?

How do you see the future of reading?
Google-glasses, paper books, virtual-reality etc..
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Appendix IV: Consent Forms and Recruitment Flyers
These documents were used in recruitment and interview processes and have been
reformatted so that the layout and font remain consistent throughout this dissertation.
The margins in documents that feature Murdoch University’s header image have been
adjusted to accommodate the margins used in this document. Times New Roman font

replaces the Arial font used in participant copies of the consent form.

ARy S

DO YOU HAVE A CHILD IN
YEARS 10,11 or 127

Murdoch University is conducting a study on
the reading habits of teenagers.

To qualify for the study, your child needs to be in

Years 18, 11 or 12. It doesn’t matter if they are not big
readers because we are interested in the general reading
trends of teenagers today.

If you are interested for your teenager to participate in
this study, please read through the information sheet on the
other side of this flyer

For more information Emily Sun at e.sun@murdoch.edu.au or

text READ to S/

';,: UNIVERSLILEY

PERTH, WESTERN AUSTRALIA
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A 4 www.murdoch.edu.au

Murdoch

UNIVERSITY

Research Information Sheet

Dear Participant,

1 would like to invite you to take part in a research project on the reading habits of teenagers. The project is

about finding out about what and how teenagers are reading these days.

What would I be asked to do?
If you agree to take part, I will interview you about your reading habits. The interview will take around 45
minutes and during this time, I will ask you questions about your reading habits. If you do not wish to answer

some of the questions, that is ok. You will not have to say or do anything you are not comfortable with.

Do I have to take part?
No. You are completely free to say yes or no. The research team will respect your decision whichever choice

you make, and will not question it.
Participating in this research will not affect your grades, your relationship with your teacher(s), or your school.

What if change my mind mid-way through the interview?

If you say yes, but then want to stop participating, that’s OK. Just let me know and you can stop at any time.

What will happen to the information I give - is it private and confidential?
Your answers on the questionnaire will remain strictly confidential and will be seen only by the researchers. 1

will not use your real name, so we can’t identify your answers. Your teachers will not see any of your answers.

After I have conducted all the interviews and analysed all of it, I intend to write about what I found in a thesis,
which is like a big assignment that will be marked for my University degree. When I do this, I won’t write or tell

anyone your name, or the names of any other students or your school.

A summary of the project will be made available to you when it is completed. You can also ask your parent or

guardian for a copy.

Will you tell anyone what I say while I am contributing to the project?

In almost all cases no. If you tell me or whoever is running your group, something that later we need to tell
someone else because the law requires us to do so, then we will have to. We may also have to reveal something you
say, if we think that you might be being mistreated by someone or if you are hurting yourself. If this happens we
will discuss this with you first before telling anyone else and make sure you know exactly who we are going to tell

and what we will say.
In all other situations, we will treat what you tell us as being private and confidential.

Is this research approved?

The research has been approved by Murdoch University Human Research Ethics Committee.
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Who do I contact if I wish to talk about the project further?
Please talk about the project with your parents first. Then, if you would like to talk with me more or ask some

questions, please ask your parent for my contact details.

OK - so how do I become involved?
If you do want to be a part of the project, the please read the next page and write your name in the space

provided.

This letter is for you to keep.
Researcher Emily Sun’s Working with Children number is: 374733

This study has been approved by the Murdoch University Human Research Ethics Committee
(Approval 2014/66). If you have any reservation or complaint about the ethical conduct of this research,

and wish to talk with an independent person, you may contact Murdoch University’s Research Ethics
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Participant Consent Form
Reading Habits of Teenagers
1. T agree voluntarily to take part in this study.

2. I have read the Information Sheet provided and been given a full explanation of the purpose of
this study, the procedures involved and of what is expected of me.

3. I understand that I will be asked to answer a series of questions about my reading habits.

4. The researcher has answered all my questions and has explained possible problems that may
arise as a result of my participation in this study.

5. I understand I am free to withdraw from the study at any time without needing to give any
reason.

6. I understand I will not be identified in any publication arising out of this study.
7. T understand that my name and identity will be stored separately from the data, and these are
accessible only to the investigators. All data provided by me will be analysed anonymously

using code numbers.

8. I understand that all information provided by me is treated as confidential and will not be
released by the researcher to a third party unless required to do so by law.

Name of participant:

Signature of Participant: Date: .../

If you are under 18 years old your parent or guardian also need to read and sign the form
below.

1. Thave read the Information Sheet provided and been given a full explanation of the purpose
of this study, the procedures involved and of what is expected of my child.

2. 1 give permission for (name of participant) to be
interviewed by Emily Sun.

Name of Parent/Guardian:

Signature of Parent/Guardian: Date: .../

Human Research Ethics Approval No: 2014/66

I confirm that I have provided the Information Letter concerning this study to the above participant;
I have explained the study and have answered all questions asked of me.

Signature of researcher: Date: .../
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Parental Consent Form

Reading Habits of Teenagers

I give permission for my child to participate in this research.
I understand that:

1) The research will be conducted by Dr Anne Surma, Dr Wendy Cumming-Potvin and Emily Sun
from Murdoch University.

2) Participation is entirely voluntary; I can withdraw consent at any time without penalty and have
the results of my child's participation returned to me and remove from the research records, or destroyed.

3) The reason for the research is to investigate the reading habits of teenagers who are in Years 10,
11 and 12.

4) The benefits that my child and I may expect from the research is that feedback from the researcher
might help them see their experiences in a different light and make them more self-aware about the
choices they are making at this stage of their lives.

5) The procedures are as follows: My child will be asked a series of open ended questions that have
been structured around eliciting responses related to their reading habits. This will be recorded on audio
tape at a location agreed upon by the researcher and me. My child’s answers will be transcribed and this
transcription will not be sent back to my child for checking. A fact sheet will be sent back to us through
email at the end of the research.

6). No discomforts or stresses are foreseen.

7) No risks are foreseen

8) The results of this participation will be confidential, and will not be released in any individually
identifiable form

9) Access to the audio tape will be restricted to the researchers directly involved in this research
project. The recording will be stored in a secure cabinet and destroyed after they have been transcribed.
The transcription records will be coded so that the anonymity of my child is preserved.

10) The researchers will answer any further questions about the research at e.sun@murdoch.edu.au
or _

Please sign both copies of this form. Keep on and return the other to the researcher.

Name of Parent/Guardian:

Signature of Parent/Guardian: Date: .../

I confirm that I have provided the Information Letter concerning this study to the above participant;
I have explained the study and have answered all questions asked of me.

Signature of researcher: Date: .../
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Appendix V: Example of Coded Interview And Transcripts

The example below is excerpted from Jason’s (Participant 1) interview.

TRANSCRIPT T

So'you read ‘mostly-on-a-‘computer now?

Well not like pages..but if there’s anarticle that I’m
interested in I’ll read it-on the computer. 7

qT

Online you'mean?

Yeah... butit’s not-like-a'main thing. 7

qT

Do you still read the books you sort-of read -when-
you ‘were-younger? 7

Nah..nothing. Nothing in book form. I-don’t read
anything. 7

qT

qT

So this'means the next-questions might be-a-
harder to-answer because you have to-think-
further-back, but-canyou tell'me-about the last-
book you read?- T

What was the last ‘book that'youread? You-can-
take your time to have-a think -aboutit. 7

Oh I-don’t have to think -about-it. I read it in English,
at'school. In-Ecstasy? [pauses. sounds uncertain]. I
can’t remember -who made-it.-A -‘West-Australian
author. It was just-about a teenage girl -going through
drug-use. ‘Shehad a problem. ‘A play-on -words you
know [laughs]. T

qT

Kn that wac . far.cohanl? T

COMMENTST
T

q
Reads brief articles-online T
T

T

Reads briefarticles-on line. T
T

T

T

Strongly ‘identifies as non-

reader. On-line reading not

considered reading. T
q

4 A A A 4

T
Read book in-English -
YA novel T

Local story ™
q|'

4 A A A
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Appendix VI: Additional Participant Information and Reading Position
Maps

These notes include some additional information, observations and reflections
pertinent to the whole thesis. The reflective process was central to my research method
and informed both the creative and critical components. I include in this section
graphical representations of how I interpreted and mapped out the participants’
definition of reading and classification of reading practices. These maps allowed me
to visualise the privileging of certain practices over others, but they are not Bourdieu’s
multi-dimensional fields.

The practices located within the pale blue circle indicate what participants’
thought readers ought to read, and those in the pale pink circle indicate reading
practices that non-readers engage in. Although these are not mathematically
representations, the differences in the degree each dark blue elliptical outline tilts is
intentional, and indicates how I interpreted each participants’ conceptualised the
hierarchy of reading practices. These diagrams do indicate the unconscious relational
patterns of participants, they should not be confused with Bourdieu’s own co-ordinate
mapping of social practices and occupational groups within a social space, nor any
other diagrams used by other researchers.

I include in each participant profile additional information relevant to the thesis
that was relayed to me by the participant’s parents during or after the interviews. |
unintentionally recruited a few participants who came from an immigrant or non-
English speaking background, but to all intents and purposes these participants are
multilingual, native English speakers. Five participants were “people of colour”, a
term I use to describe participants who were not visibly “white” Australians, but this

did not necessarily mean that they were from a culturally and linguistically diverse
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(CALD) background. Many participants who were not visible ethnic minorities had at
least one parent from a non-Anglo Celtic Australian background. Only five of the
fourteen participants claimed an Anglo-Celtic Australian heritage, of which one made
the clear that he was from an Irish, and not English background. Unfortunately,
untangling the complexities of cultural identity and cultural capital in multicultural

Australia is unfortunately beyond the scale and scope of this project.
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Participant 1: Jason

®
Jason &= Readers read ...

Novels

©)

Non-fiction books

Popular magazines Biographies/autobiographies

Information Texts O Written texts set by

@ (ontine and paper English
format)

Lacks basic skills
required to
decode written
texts

Ever day texts e.g.
street signs,
packaging.

llliterates
Narratives in computer
games

School
Text Books

Non-Readers read...
@ self-positioning
(o] Positioning of mother

o L 3
Positioning of father == Book reading frequency +

I interviewed Jason in his family’s study, a room he uses to access his family’s
communal computer because his laptop is not powerful enough for computer gaming.
During the interview, he pointed to some books that he used to love reading as a child,
and these included books from the popular Captain Underpants series and The Guinness
Book of World Records. He explained that inherited some of his older sibling’s Enid
Blyton’s books including those from The Magic Faraway Tree series. Jason spoke to me
and members of his family in standard Australian English. However, his mother spoke
to me in a mixture of Singlish and various Chinese dialects. His older brother, a
university student, was at home when I interviewed Jason and spoke to me in standard
English, but to his family in Singlish. His mother spoke to Jason’s brother in Singlish
and Mandarin Chinese. Although the exploration of post-colonial identities and reading
is outside the limits of the dissertation, after this interview I reflected upon whether
young adults such as Jason—that is those who have multicultural, but not necessarily
multiethnic, genealogies, but have grown up in the post-colonial but not entirely
decolonised world—struggle to find narratives, including books, told from relatable
perspectives.

My overall impression of Jason was that he is an intelligent young adult who is not
yet aware of his capabilities. He showed me two of the award-winning pieces of furniture

he created in woodwork and had he the cultural and social capital could have started a
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boutique furniture business. When I congratulated Jason and suggested that he could
perhaps one day make a business out of pieces commissioned by wealthy clients, he
laughed off my suggestion and said that he could not imagine anyone paying so much

for his pieces of furniture.

Participant 2: Tania

[ ]
Tania & Readers read ...

Novels

School Memoirs
Text Books

Written texts set by
English teacher

Popular magazines

Information Texts Romances

Lacks basic skills
required to

decode written

(online and paper
format)

texts

llliterates

Non-Readers read...

@ Sself-positioning
O Positioning of mother

O positioning of father = Book reading frequency +

The decision to stream Tania into General English was one made by her school and
supported by her mother. Tania said that she was pleased not to study ATAR English
because she less “stressed out” in General English. Tania was quietly spoken and her
responses brief. I left the interview wondering if the decision to stream low performing
Year 10 students such as Tania out of ATAR English classes was to improve Rutland
Quay’s academic reputation and standing on the league tables. The school has a higher
than average ICSEA value and would be in competition for students with the private
schools in the area. It was not clear whether Tania or her mother were aware that as a
non-ATAR student Tania would have to find an alternative entry pathway to study
psychology at university.

Tania’s enthusiasm for the Game of Thrones book series influenced Jason’s decision

to attempt reading one of the books at some point in the near future.
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Participant 3: Daniel

Daniel &= Readers read ...

Narrative O

Fiction

Popular magazines
Lacks basic skills
required to
decode written
texts

Information Texts (online and paper
format)

@)

llliterates
Academic journal articles

Academic texts

Non-Readers read...

@ Self-positioning

O Positioning of mother

o

Positioning of father

= Book reading frequency +

I interviewed Daniel at his home in Bluegum, a suburb not far from where he attends
school. When I walked into his house, I failed to notice that he lived in a “shoeless
household” until after [ had walked across the polished floorboards and clean rugs. I had
been too busy taking in the setting, particularly the guitar that stood in the living area
and how his household was noticeably more formal than the Jason’s. Even though I was
dressed in smart casual attire, [ felt that perhaps I should have worn something more
formal for the occasion.

Daniel explained that his parents wanted him to attend Jacaranda to access the
school’s Chinese language program; it was not clear whether this was because of one of
his parent’s is an ethnic-Chinese or because Daniel’s parents see the benefits of learning
Chinese in what has been termed “the Chinese Century”. I had a positive experience

teaching EALD at Jacaranda in the mid-late 2000s.
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Participant 4: Jacqueline

acqueline &
] q Readers read ...

e

Literary fiction

YA Fiction

Genre
Fiction
School Genre (lassical Literature
Text Books

Written texts set by
English teacher

Popular magazines
Lacks basic skills
required to
decode written
texts

Information Texts
(online and paper
format)

llliterates

Non-Readers read...

@ seif-positioning

. Book reading frequency +

o Positioning of mother

At the time of the interviews, Riverdale saw an influx of international and
interstate migrants because of WA’s mining boom since housing is more affordable
in Riverdale than in the suburbs closer to the city. [ was troubled by my surprise at
Jacqueline’s enthusiastic and positive descriptions of her experiences at Riverdale
College. Her responses made me question my presumptions as | reflected upon how
I had interpellated her into the dominant narrative of the typical Riverdale student
before meeting her. In my reflective journal, I wondered whether Jacqueline was
aware of existing stereotypes about Riverdale students and had intentionally
presented the positive aspects of her school to compensate for negative community
perceptions. I noted in my journal how unsettling my realisation that I found it easier
for me to accept at face value a negative media story about Riverdale College, than
it was for me to take Jacqueline’s descriptive recount of her positive school
experience as genuine.

I later found out that Jacqueline’s father lived in Wellington Heights, and that her
younger sibling chose to attend secondary school at Robertson College instead of

Riverdale College.
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Participant 5: Theresa

. Readers read ...
Theresa &=

Literary fiction

Classical Literature

YA Fiction

Popular magazines

Information Texts
(online and paper

Lacks basic skills format)

required to
decode written
texts
OEverydav texts
llliterates

Non-Readers read...
@ Self-positioning

O Positioning of mother

O positioning of father == Book reading frequency +

I found Theresa’s description of her experience studying Heart of Darkness as
one where her teacher “basically brain vomited it to us” amusing and apt. Theresa
understood that her Literature teacher “couldn’t focus on what he wanted to focus
on”, because of curriculum requirements and considered him a “really good”
teacher.

She was “thankful” that she chose Literature over English because she was
introduced her to classical literature she otherwise would not have chosen to read.
In a casual conversation after the interview, Theresa mentioned that she had enjoyed
reading Growing up Asian in Australia, a book edited by author Alice Pung and
gifted to her by a family friend, which she enjoyed, partly because it was “nice and
short”, with “interesting” biographies. I did not think to delve deeper into it as she
made no further mention of this. There is a tacit understanding that those of us who

are identifiably from minority group may not always want to discuss our otherness.

196




After this interview, I questioned how aspirational migrant parents, or more
specifically those who are from CALD backgrounds and countries that were once

European colonies, value their culture of their former colonisers if at all.

Participant 5: Angelina

Readers read...

Angelina

Literary fiction

Classical Literature

School Written texts set by YAand
Text Books English Literature Adult

Fiction

teacher

Popular magazines

Lacks basic skills

required to )
1 Information Texts

(online and paper
o
purposes

decode written

texts

llliterates

(O though Angelina's mother reads
fiction on a regular basis, Angelina
does not consider her mother to be a

Non-Readers read...

reader because her mother “never

finishes” her books.

@ self-positioning

O Positioning of mother = Book reading frequency +
o

Positioning of father

Angelina is one of the two participants I communicated with directly through text
messaging before the interview, without speaking to a parent first. This interview
yielded much data and insights into the diverse reading practices of older teenagers, as
well as insights into diasporic English migrants, that is those who have an English
background, but have settled in another country before coming to Australia. There was
little in Angelina’s responses to indicate that she was in anyway a cultural outsider
despite her family’s immigration history.

During this research, I caught up with a friend who had been a St Cecilia’s student
and she recounted she and her classmates were imbued with a sense of school pride. She
recalled her principal telling students that once a student was recognised as a St Cecilia’s

“girl”, she would always be viewed positively by broader society. I found this

enlightening within the context of how one’s habitus is shaped over time, and how the
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recognition and legitimisation of the value of a St. Cecilia’s education differed vastly

from the symbolic violence directed at those who attended “rough” schools.

Participant 6: Michael

Readers read...

Michael =

O

Novels

Non-fiction books

School
Text Books
Lacks basic skills
required to
decode written
texts

Information Texts
(online and paper
format) for work

iurposes

llliterates O
Newspapers

Popular magazines

Non-Readers read...
@ Sself-positioning

o Positioning of mother

Positioning of father wm

Book reading frequency +

Michael wanted to be a professional footballer and dedicated many hours to training,
but now that he is older, he realises that he is not prepared to commit so much of his
time to the sport. Michael’s mother recalled how in primary school Michael had been
a very good artist, however, when | asked Michael about this, he minimalised this
achievement and attributed his skills to having a very good teacher. This was like
Jason’s disinterestedness in visual art, something he also excelled at in primary school.
Due to the scale of this study, I could not explore constructions of masculinity, gender

expression, teenage boys and cultural practices.
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Participant 8: Aylish

Readers read...

Aylish

Literary fiction

Classical Literature.

Written texts set by

English Literature
teacher

Sci-Fi

Qformation Texts (online and paper
format)

School

Popular magazines Text Books
Lacks basic skills
required to
decode written

Everyday texts e.g. street signs,
packaging,

YA Fiction

texts

llliterates

Non-Readers read...
@ Self-positioning

QO Positioning of mother
O positioning of father Book reading frequency +

Robertson College, Aylish’s school, was rebranded a “college” after it was granted
IPS status. The homes surrounding the school campus belie the wider area's high
socioeconomic status, however, on closer inspection, one would notice that many of the
rundown buildings are heritage-listed. Wellington Heights was once a working-class
suburb and the school used to have a reputation for being a “rough” school. However,
by the time of my interview with Aylish, its ICSEA value of the college mirrored that
of a high-fee paying private school. I was surprised that Aylish was so nonplussed about
the long journey to school, given that she often had to travel to and from Wellington
Heights not only during but also outside school hours for her specialist arts programs.
After conducting this interview, I had the opportunity to attend a performance of a
Shakespearean play at her school and it surpassed my expectations of a secondary school

production.
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Participant 9: Lucas

) Readers read ...
Lucas &

Complex fantasy
books . Literary fiction

Classical Literature

School
Text Books
Popular magazines

Lacks basic skills
required to
decode written
texts

Written texts set by
O English teacher

O YA Fiction

Information Texts
(online and paper
format)

llliterates

Non-Readers read...
() Self-positioning

Q Positioning of mother

Book reading frequency +

(o] Positioning of father

When Lucas’ mother spoke about the financial strain of renting in Venice, I wondered
why Lucas’ parents had chosen to there and send their children to high-fee paying
Catholic schools. It was possible that this seemed natural to his mother, who had also
grown up and attended private school in the area. From my casual conversation with his
mother, it seemed as if both she and her husband felt that living in Venice was a

worthwhile investment given its proximity to Lucas’ school.
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Participant 10: Nick

Readers read ...

Nick &

(@)

Adult |jterary fiction
School Genre
Text Books fiction  Classical Literature

Popular magazines
Written texts set by

O English Non-fiction books

Lacks basic skills

required to

decode written

texts

Every day texts Fun Facts books Biographies/autobiographijé
s

YA Fiction

Online articles

Computer game story
lines

llliterates

Non-Readers read...

(] Self-positioning

(o) Positioning of mother -

Book reading frequency +
Postioningof father

Nick lives in a relatively newer part of Waverly where many older homes have been
knocked down for subdivision and redevelopment. The sight of empty quarter-acre
blocks awaiting redevelopment is not unusual in Perth's older suburbs. I spoke with
Nick’s mother at length as we awaited his return home from school. I disclosed that I
had briefly attended Waverly and she was curious about my experiences at the school.
Nick named Bob Dylan and Bruce Springsteen as his favourite singers which I found
surprising given his age. Nick is bilingual and when he was in primary school spent his
weekends in learning the European language that his father speaks at a community

centre.
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Participant 11: Michelle

Readers read ...

Michelle &5

Literary fiction

Classical Literature
School
Text Books Adult

. Genre

Information Texts fiction

(online and paper
format)

Popular magazines
Lacks basic skills

required to
decode written
texts

Romances

YA Fiction

Written texts set by

. English teacher
llliterates s

Non-Readers read...
° Self-positioning

Positioning of mother

- Book reading frequency +

The recent mining boom saw an increase in house prices in Birchtown and the
opening of “boutique” estate developments and the building of several fee-paying
independent schools. I knew little about Birchtown College at the time of my interview,
but had the opportunity to teach Birchtown College students in the alternative pathway
that Michelle mentioned. Although both ATAR and non-ATAR students began the
course, by the end, only a small cohort of ATAR students from Birchtown remained.
Michelle’s first school, St. Anne College, is an elite single-sex school with one of the
highest ICSEA values in the country, and her second school William College ICSEA

value is close to that of St. Isidore College.
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Participant 12: Marlow

]
Marlow &= Readers read ...

School
Text Books

Written texts set by

Popular magazines
English teacher

Lacks basic skills
required to
decode written

Information Texts
(online and paper
format)

texts

llliterates

Non-Readers read...
°

Self-positioning

Positioning of mother

- Book reading frequency +

When I calculated all the hours Marlow spent at work and considered the number of
late shifts he worked, I was impressed by the fact he made the effort to attend school. I
ascertained that it was highly likely that he contributed to household expenses.
Throughout this interview, I steered conversations to topics he was comfortable with
and his responses indicated that he had very negative school experiences. It is possible
that he had struggled with reading early on in his education, and his responses indicated
that he at times felt like a fish out of water at that Birchwood.

I had the opportunity to tutor a Year 10 student not long after I conducted my
interview with Marlow and Michelle and this experience reaped further insights into
community perceptions of Birchtown College. The mother of the student wanted her
son to study ATAR English but the private school he attended felt that he would cope
with the higher level class. I suggested that she could perhaps approach other schools in
their area to see if they would allow him into ATAR English. She made it clear to me
that there was no other option because their local school was Birchwood College. One
of the work samples that the student showed me at our initial meeting was a fictional
feature article he had written about gang violence on Birchtown College campus. He
confessed that he based his article on what others had said about Birchtown College and

had not actually interacted with anyone from the school.
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Participant 13: Mia

Mia = Readers read ...

O°®o

Novels

Literary fiction

School

Classical Literature
Text Books

YA Fiction Adult
Genrel
fictio)

Popular magazines and  Blogs
newspapers Written texts set by
English teacher

Lacks basic skills
required to
decode written
texts

llliterates

Information Texts
(online and paper
format)

Non-Readers read...

(] Self-positioning
o Positioning of mother
o - B
Positioning of father - BOOk readlng frequency +

Mia is the creator of a fashion blog that she regularly updates. She is the only
participant who has read the Bible. Mia’s responses did not indicate whether her family
subscribed to all the fundamental beliefs espoused by her church, but it was evident that
they were active in their religious community. Hillingdon Christian College is run by a
church with similar beliefs to Mia’s church. I speculated whether one of the reasons
Mia’s school only offers English is because Literature includes critical theory which
requires students challenge some beliefs advanced by fundamentalist interpretations of
the Bible. I also pondered whether familiarity with the New and Old Testament

advantaged English students in the contemporary context.
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Participant 14: Jack

]ack L Readers read ...

Novels

Literary and genreo
novels O

On-line journal
articles

Non-fiction books

Lacks basic skills
required to
decode written
texts

Everyday texts

llliterates

Non-Readers read...

@ self-positioning

o Positioning of mother

Positioning of father — Book reading frequency +

I was a student at Atlantic and had worked there at the beginning of my teaching
career. | disclosed my past and present association with Atlantic at the beginning of my
interview with Jack. This proved to be a successful conversation starter and both found
it amusing that we had the same memorable science teacher.

When I was a student at Atlantic, it was a local-intake school that was held in high
esteem because of its location, illustrious history, heritage buildings, and GATE
program. Before its recent transformation into an elite state school, it housed English
language programs for new migrants and refugees. I noticed that in Atlantic’s
promotional material, there is a partial erasure of the years where the school cohort was

more diverse and did not have an elite academic program.
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