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Abstract

Reading plays an important role in learning and is a source of educational, social and life experiences.
How learners see themselves as readers can be viewed as reading identity, and reading identity is
likely to affect the development of knowledge and skills at all levels of education, including university
level. This paper looks at the reading identity of 45 students of English Language Teaching (ELT) at
a university in Turkey expressed through written reports, learner diaries and interview data that were
collected while they were taking a course in English literature. Analysis shows how the students
presented themselves in terms of what they read, how well they read and how they positioned
themselves in relation to other readers, to different texts and to their own feelings about reading in
their first and second languages. Three types of reading identity were found in the data: manifest
state identity, where reading is an important part of the student’s life, introjected state identity where
reading is strongly associated with one aspect of the student’s life as a professional English teacher
and neutral state identity where reading is limited to being a tool for communicating meaning in
certain situations. Findings have implications for curriculum content and methodology and provide
insights into the role of reading in the students’ educational lives.
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Ne okuyorsak oyuz: Ingiliz dili egitimi 6grencilerinin okuma kimligi

.

Oz

Okuma, 6grenmede Onemli bir role sahiptir. Okuma egitim ve sosyal hayattaki deneyimlerinde
kaynagidir. Okuma kimligi, 6grencilerin kendilerini okuyucu olarak nasil gordiikleri olarak ifade
edilir. Okuma kimligi iiniversite diizeyi de dahil olmak iizere egitimin tiim seviyelerinde bilgi ve
becerilerin gelisimini etkileyebilmektedir. Bu calisma, Tiirkiye’de bir iiniversitede ingiliz Dili Egitimi
okuyan 45 Ogrencinin raporlari, giinliikkleri ve roportajlar1 aracihigiyla okuma kimliklerini
incelemektedir. Yapilan analizler; 6grencilerin ne okuduklarini, ne kadar iyi okuduklarini ve
kendilerini diger okuyuculara, farkli metinlere, birinci ve ikinci dillerinde kendi duygularina gore
nasil konumlandirdiklarini gostermektedir. Bu calisma icin toplanan verilerde Acik Ifade Kimligi
(Manifest State Identity), Ice Yansitilnus ifade Kimligi (Introjected State Identity), ve Tarafsiz Ifade
Kimligi (Neutral State Identity) olarak ii¢ tiir okuma kimligi tespit edilmistir. Acik ifade kimligi,

okumanm 6grencinin hayatinda énemli bir yere sahip oldugu kimliktir. Ice yansiilmis ifade
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kimliginde 6grenci okumay1 profesyonel bir ingilizce 6gretmeni olarak hayatiin bir yonii ile giiclii
bir sekilde iligskilendirmektedir. Son olarak tarafsiz ifade kimliginde ise okuma belirli durumlarda
anlami aktarmak icin kullanilan bir aragtir. Bulgular miifredat icerigi ve metodolojisi igin ¢ikarimlara
sahiptir ve okumanin 6grencilerin egitim hayatlarindaki roliine dair i¢goriiler sagladigin1 da ortaya
cikarmistir.

Anahtar kelimeler: Okuma kimligi, acik, ice yansitilmis, ve tarafsiz kimlik, edebiyat dersi, Ingiliz

dili egitimi
1. Introduction

Identity and learning share a number of common characteristics as they are social, changeable and
multi-faceted. Language and reading play important roles in the construction of identity and in learning
and the saying ‘We are what we read’ suggests that reading reflects who we are. How people talk about
their reading reveals much about the identity that an individual wishes to present to others, and
referring to what one reads, how one reads and what one gains from reading are ways of signaling one’s
attitudes and viewpoints. In education, reading is not just a skill and an important source of knowledge
but is also a way to gain experience of the wider world and find out about different people, places, and
behaviour. This paper uses insights from poststructuralism and sociocultural theory, emphasizing the
social nature of identity, language and learning in order to look into how the members of one group of
students present themselves as readers.

Identity relates to how people position themselves in society: how people understand their relationship
to the world around them; how that relationship is constructed across time and space; and how people
understand their possibilities for the future (Norton, 2000). Identities are constructed by individuals
and influenced by a plethora of experiences over time, which include what learners read, write, and talk
about throughout their lives. Identity changes over time, fluid and dynamic rather than fixed and both
‘context-dependent and context-producing’ (Norton & Toohey, 2011, p. 419). Social identity (Tajfel,
1981) highlights the role of group membership and emotional attachment. A model for identity in
relation to language use has been produced by Thomas and Osment (2018, pp. 1006-1007) as manifest,
introjected and neutral states. In a manifest state ‘the language is a strong part of an individual’s broader
identity’ and is part of the way the individual ‘thinks, feels and acts’. Introjected state identity reflects a
situation where the language has ‘not yet been fully internalised’ but ‘is a subjective feeling of partial
association with only certain aspects of a particular language’. The third state in this model is neutral
state identity, which ‘is assumed when a language is purely a tool to convey meaning in specific
situations’, and where the language user ‘does not have any sense of personal association with the
language’. These kinds of identity are seen as important to learning and language learning because the
changeable nature of identity offers ways of understanding and supporting how students learn.

Individuals can position themselves in society by talking about some aspect of their identity such as
reading. Positioning is performed to a large extent through discourse and positioning is permitted and
constrained by the various discourses that are available to that individual (Menard-Warwick, 2005).
Poststructuralism provides theories that help to explain positioning (Norton, 1995), for example how
social status is expressed by individuals through different discourses in literature and in conversations:
‘social position, rank, and importance are reflected in utterances of everyday and business speech
communication’ (Bakhtin, 1986, p. 96). Consequently, how learners talk about their reading reflects the
various aspects of their reading identity.
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If experiences form identities, then reading contributes to identity in two ways as it is both an experience
in itself and is formed by other experiences. Reading gives meaning to a text based on the reader’s own
experiences and previous knowledge (Rosenblatt, 1995), and readers bring with them all their
experiences and emotions when they read a text so each reader will have a different experience with the
text compared to their peers. Sharing these different experiences through interaction with the text and
with classmates creates a community of readers (C. Thomas, 2000), and a reader’s own reading identity
is thus formed and strengthened (Francois, 2013). The contribution that interaction with classmates
makes to learning is confirmed by sociocultural theory of cognitive development (Vygotsky, 1978).

Reading identity, or how readers position themselves as readers in relation to texts and to other readers,
is an identity which is constructed and develops throughout education. Student reading identity can be
defined as the manner in which students view themselves as readers inside and outside class in relation
to the texts and to the other members of the class (Bonafide, 2011). Reading identity is formed not only
inside the reader but with members of a group, for instance a class of students. Reading identity
comprises skills, as well as what is read, what kind of text is read, how it is read, what is understood from
the given text and how learners actualize what they have read. Studies of reading identity have been
largely focused on secondary school contexts, especially in North America, in research that aimed to
understand students’ reading and promote literacy. In a first language context, the school shapes
students’ identities by ‘accepting, promoting, rejecting and transforming the senses of self and social
belonging that children bring to and take from this institutional encounter’ (Collins, 2005, p. 106).
Students’ comprehension strategies change based on their identities as readers and their reading levels.
High-performing readers employ comprehension strategies to deepen their knowledge of content and
to support their interpretations of text and use the most helpful strategies to solve their specific
comprehension problems. The students who identified as average or low-performing readers employed
only one or two favorite strategies to get the success. Miller (2013) investigated issues of motivation and
identity from the perspective of fourth grade students as these students experienced the workshop model
of instruction for the first time and showed that self-selected books made the students more motivated.
In addition, self-selected books develop the identity of the students. A study of the construction of
reading identity by struggling middle school readers investigated reading identity as self-concepts
concerning the students’ views of themselves as readers and tried to identify in-school factors which
impact student reading identities, including interactions with remedial and classroom teachers, as well
as out-of-school factors such as family literacy (Bonafide, 2011). What happens inside and outside the
classroom regarding reading is also likely to be important in a university L2 setting.

The reading identity of students has not been investigated per se in a Turkish university context before,
but research has been carried out into ELT students’ views of reading literature in the context of English
literature courses that are part of the curriculum. Literature courses in the ELT programme have been
‘a matter of fervent discussion’ (Arikan, 2005, p. 27), and studies have focused on the content of
literature courses and their relevance to the needs of future English teachers (Giindiiz, 2005; Kaya,
2018; Vural, 2013). Some studies looked at the role of literature as part of teaching English as a foreign
language (Tevdovska, 2016). The reasons for having literature courses in the ELT curriculum are that
reading literature can support language learning, provide cultural knowledge a broader vocabulary,
increase general knowledge and encourages higher level thinking skills (Yilmaz, 2019). Most previous
studies found that students have a positive view of reading and were based on questionnaires or Likert-
scale type statements accompanied by interviews (Cirakh & Kilickaya, 2011) and some compared student
responses at the beginning and end of the literature course (Kaslioglu and Ersin, 2018). Some studies
collected data about the reading that students perform (Tehan, Dogan, & Inan, 2015; Zorba, 2013).
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These previous studies were primarily focused on the content of the courses and how they were taught.
The concept of reading identity allows university students’ reading to be placed in a broader context.

2, The study

The study described in this paper investigated the reading identity of a group of students at a university
in Turkey. The students were asked about how and why they read, about the benefits of reading and
about their aims and feelings concerning reading. The study was carried out while the students were
taking a course which taught about literary movements and writers from English literature. This was a
mixed methods study where the data elicited from the students were analysed quantitatively by counting
the proportions of students giving different answers, but the main method was qualitative as the content
of the students’ responses were carefully compared, grouped and categorised.

2.1 Context

The participants in the study were ELT students at a state university in Turkey. They were composed of
45 respondents, 18 male and 27 female, with an average age of 20, all of whom completed written reports
about their reading at the start and end of the course. Nine of the students were selected to provide data
for closer study and they wrote weekly learner diaries and were interviewed by the researcher three
times. These students were chosen on the basis of ‘purposive sampling’ (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison,
2000, p. 103), where the researcher chose students on the basis of their first reports to represent three
groups: successful readers, partly successful readers and unsuccessful readers. The use of multiple
methods of data collection aimed to provide a variety of opportunities for the students to express their
opinions about their reading. The analysed data consisted of nearly 50,000 words, 9439 words in the
first reports, 10550 words in the second reports, 11,557 words in the learner diaries and 15526 words in
the interviews. Appropriate informed consent was obtained from the students at the time of data
collection.

Short reports of 250-350 words have been used by researchers to investigate students’ thinking because
they provide more information than a questionnaire or Likert scale statements but are not too time-
consuming for the students to write (Wei Su 2020). Students’ reports are specific forms of writing that
are organized around briefly identifying and examining students’ viewpoints on a topic. Narrative
frames adopt a similar approach (Barkhuizen, 2008) as stories of experience lived and told (Connelly,
1990; Pavlenko, 2002). By eliciting more information about what and why the students read and by
analysing the responses carefully the validity of the study is enhanced. Learner diaries are designed to
collect personal and deep information about the students’ reading. Learner diaries as first-person
observations of experiences that are recorded over a period of time. The students were asked to write
about what they read, how well they read, how they felt about their reading, how they felt about the
lessons and how well they thought their classmates read and responded to the lessons.

People present their identity using available discourses, which are a way of communicating for the
participants, a ‘sharing of knowledge or experience’ (Schiffrin, 1994, pp. 388-389). The main method of
analysis of the data was qualitative discourse analysis, where the researcher aimed to conduct a careful,
detailed analysis of empirical data because ‘discourse analysis requires a careful reading and
interpretation of textual material’ (Mason, 1996). The study aimed to answer three research questions
relating to what the students read, how the students read, and the which type of reading identity they
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present. The study considers not only reading literature but also all kinds of reading as part of reading
identity in the first and second languages. Research questions were:

1. What do these students read?
2. How do the students read?

3. What reading identity do the students present?

Analysis of reading identity types adapted a three state framework which was originally proposed by
Thomas and Osment (2018) for analysing identity and language use. This framework has three states of
identity: manifest, introjected and neutral (N. Thomas & Osment, 2018). For the purposes of this study
manifest state reading identity is when reading is felt strongly by an individual to be very much part of
their identity in a wide variety of ways. Introjected state reading identity is when there is partial
association of reading with some aspects of a group such as when reading is part of an individual’s
broader identity but has some limits or boundaries. The third type of identity is neutral state reading
identity, when reading is just a way of communicating meaning in certain situations and the individual
does not feel a personal association with reading and there are no strong connections with the other
members of the reading group because reading is purely transactional.

3. Analysis

The reports submitted by the 45 students in the study were analysed and produced results showing what
the students read, the benefits they perceived and how well they read. In addition learner diary and
interview data from nine of the students were analysed in order to provide a finer picture of reading
identity by adding more details about how these students saw themselves in relation to their classmates,
how the students responded to different texts and activities during the course, and how they felt about
reading.

In the reports the students responded to ten questions about what they read in Turkish and English,
how well they read, their feelings about reading literature, their motivation for reading literature and
their expectations regarding the literature course and future use of English literature. There were eight
prompts for the interview and learner diaries which asked questions about what the student had done
during the course, how they felt about reading English literature, how well they read and how they
perceived classmates’ reactions to English literature. The data were coded according to the content of
what the students said and wrote about reading which produced 25 codes relating to experiences,
preferences, motivation, feelings and attitudes. These codes were then linked to the research questions.
Five codes were connected to the first research question (what the students read): preferences in
Turkish, preferences in English, reading experience, material read in Turkish and material read in
English. Eight codes were connected to the second research question (how the students read), and these
codes were based on their success, skills and abilities as readers. Twelve codes were connected to the
third research question (the students’ self-positioning as readers): how the students positioned
themselves with regard to other members of the group, with regard to different texts and activities and
how they felt about reading.

3.1 What the students read

In the reports that they wrote at the start and end of the literature course the students identified three
types of text that they read: literary texts, ELT-related texts and news and current affairs media. Some
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students described a wide variety and a large number of texts, most referred to some texts and text types
and a small number referred to few or no texts. The students’ responses indicate that most wanted to be
seen as people who did some or a considerable amount of reading, and in most cases the reading that
they referred to was literature. There were few differences between the categories of reading reported in
the first and second reports.

The students’ reading in Turkish and English in the first reports are presented in Table 1 below. All the
students reported reading some kind of text in Turkish, and all but one in English. Literature is the most
common text referred to, which is not surprising as the questions were asked in the context of a literature
course. A total of 41 students said that they read literature in Turkish, and of the four who did not refer
to reading literature, three students referred to only ELT texts or ELT texts and news media and one
stated that they only read news media. For reading in English, 277 said that they read literature in English,
which means that 18, or more than one third of the students, did not refer to reading literature in
English. One student did not refer to reading anything in English, and of the remaining 17 students,
eight referred to ELT texts and nine referred to only news media. One in five of the students did not refer
to reading literature or ELT texts. These students’ reports show that reading was widely practiced by
members of the group, but reading in English was practised less.

Table 1. Reading in Turkish and English in the First Reports

Reading in Turkish n=45 Reading in English n=45

All three, literature, news media, ELT 2 1
Two, literature and ELT 1 6
Two, literature and news media 13 4
Two, news media and ELT 1 6
Only Literature 25 16
Only news media 1 9
Only ELT 2

No reading mentioned 0] 1

There are many similarities between the first and second reports (see Table 2) in terms of what the
students read. In the second reports all the students reported reading some kind of text in both Turkish
and in English, and 38 students said that they read literature in Turkish. Of the students who did not
refer to reading literature in Turkish, three students referred to ELT texts and four referred to reading
news media. For reading in English, 28 said that they read literature in English. Of those who did not
refer to reading literature in English, ten referred to reading only ELT texts or ELT texts and news media,
and six referred only to news media. The second reports again showed that reading was widely practiced
by members of the group, with reading in English still being practised less.

Table 2. Reading in Turkish and English in the Second Reports

Reading Turkish n=45 Reading English n=45
All three, literature, news media, ELT 3 2
Two, literature and ELT 2 6
Two, literature and news media 11 3
Two, news media and ELT 0 5
Only Literature 22 17
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Only news media 4 6
Only ELT
No reading mentioned 0 0

Results of analysing the reports show that nearly all members of this group of students read a variety of
texts, but not all the students read texts in both Turkish and English. It is interesting to note that while
all but one of the students said that they read in Turkish, a substantial minority, more than a third, did
not extend their reading of literature and ELT to English. This discrepancy will be investigated in the
next part of the analysis which looks at how the students read, and in the final part of the analysis on
how the students positioned themselves as readers.

3.2 How the students read

The students’ responses relating to how they read describe the students’ success, effectiveness, and
abilities for reading. Some students saw themselves as successful, effective and highly competent
readers, a larger number saw themselves as partly successful, competent readers but with some doubts
about their reading abilities in English, and a few said that they were unsuccessful or reluctant readers.
More students said that they were successful readers in the second reports and fewer said that they were
partly or unsuccessful. Quotations from what the students wrote are identified by an anonymized
participant number, then a data code, R1 for the first report, R2 for the second report, D for the learner
diary and I1 for the first interview, I2 for the second interview and I3 for the third. Thus P36R2 stands
for participant 36 in the second report.

In the reports the students were asked to state how well they thought that they read. The researcher
categorised the responses as indicating successful readers, partly successful readers and unsuccessful
readers. The responses in each category are shown in Table 3. Students felt more confident about their
abilities in Turkish and less confident about their abilities to read in English.

Table 3. How students see themselves as readers in first and second reports.

Type First Report (n=45) Second Report (n=45)
Successful 15 28

Partly successful 28 17

Unsuccessful 2 o]

Some students believed that they were good readers and were confident in their ability to read all kinds
of text including literature in both Turkish and English. Students who said that they were successful
readers referred to their experience of reading well and their pleasure when reading literature. Some
showed great enthusiasm: I love reading both in Turkish and in English and I am a good reader because
I find the English literature interesting and amazing and it makes me want to read more without
getting bored or fed up (P36R2). Respondents categorized as successful readers had an inclination to
read any kind of material in English and Turkish, for example: I can read anything written in modern
English. This is a result of reading a lot in English (P34R2). Success was expressed in terms of
comprehension: My ability is good I think because I can understand what is written in a text
immediately if it is not too hard or advanced and it makes me a good reader I think (P36R2).
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Other students said that they could read fairly successfully but with some reservations because they were
less sure about their reading abilities in English. Those who were unsure about their reading had
concerns about their comprehension abilities. Concerns about reading ability were often connected to
lack of vocabulary knowledge which led to reading slowly and taking time to look words up in a
dictionary. Several students expressed a preference for easily accessible texts in English, for example: In
English, I generally like reading news and novels that are simple to understand because they help me
to improve my vocabulary (P44R1). News media materials such as newspapers and magazines, were
read by 16 of the students in Turkish, and 15 in English, for example: I read a newspaper in English
because I can understand it easily and it improves my vocabulary skill (P5R1). Some students were
rather in awe of reading literature, seeing the reading of literature as different from other types of
reading: when I hear this word literature I am getting nervous. I think literature is terrifiying and
boring. When anybody says literature, immediately I think that there are lots of things I have to learn
by heart... reading literature is difficult and I don't prefer reading literature (P18R1). For others the
topic of the text was important for reading: I can read and understand the text which is appropriate for
me, that means, I am able to understand the texts that appeal to me (P23R2). The more negative
responses to the study of literature tended to occur in the first reports but much less in the second
reports.

Lack of vocabulary was also seen as a problem for reading literature: I prefer to read in Turkish. I think
my vocabulary knowledge is not enough to read literature (P32R2). Comprehension, reading ability
and interest in the text were connected for some students: Actually my reading ability is not enough.
when I read something, I can’t exactly understand. If the subject appeals to me, I can understand the
words I don’t know (P18R2). Lack of reading experience was also seen as a problem to be solved: It is
not good as I wish. Because I haven't read much so far. But I want to improve it as soon as I can. To
succeed that, I have started to read in English more (P31R1). Another student commented: I am a bit
lacking of this skill actually because I've not read in English. I think I am developing myself day by
day by reading (P11R1).

A small number of students wrote that they read little or not at all and only read if required to do so for
exam grades. Some of these students had little experience of reading, saw reading as an obligation,
tended to read in Turkish but not in English, knew the importance of reading but lacked the desire to
read, or felt good about reading but did not spend time on reading, and knew the importance of reading
for their profession but lacked confidence about reading.

The second reports show that more students saw themselves as successful after the course. A student
read in English for exams and for language study at the start of the course:

I supposed that it was 2 years ago when I read the first English novels. To be honest I read these books
to only pass exam. but after I think that reading English books contributed to my English ability.
When you read English books you came across different structures of sentence. So you are realizing
how you can set up sentence which you want to say but you couldn’t (P13R1).

By the end of the course the same student had become more of a committed reader in English: Firstly, I
start to read this book for only homework. after I read 20-30 pages I couldn’t leave the book. I finished
it in short time (P13R2).

At the end of the course another student was comfortable with reading both in Turkish and English:
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I read magazines about literature, if I am to give example I can say Kafka okur. I believe that there
does not have to be any reason to read, I read because it makes me feel alive, it makes me feel out of
this world for a little while more. It feeds my soul, it brings out my inner personality. In Turkish I
usually prefer to read old novels from best authors like Oguz Atay, Sabahattin Ali etc. I think they just
write my thoughts. I read novels in English, I love reading quotes of remarkable peoples. Because
when they are translated in to Turkish it does not give you the same feelings. That is why I prefer to
read them in English. I also prefer to read poems in English. I also read daily news in English to learn
what is going on all around the world (P16R2).

A number of students reports show a progression from being partly successful readers at the start,
showing some reticence about reading in English, to seeing themselves as successful readers. The
quantity of reading did not seem to change during the course, as shown in Table 2, but the quality of
reading done seems to have changed.

3.3 Reading identity presented by the students

The codes that related to reading identity were grouped according to the framework of manifest,
introjected or neutral state identities. Student responses that showed strong personal or emotional
commitment to reading were grouped as presenting a manifest state reading identity. Those responses
that referred to reading as being important for a specific reason, usually out of professional commitment
as future teachers were grouped in the category of introjected sate identity. Responses that referred to a
desire for quick and easy reading experiences, contained negative viewpoints about reading or which
saw studying just for grades as the reason to read were grouped as neutral state identity. The students
presented their identities in three ways: by talking about their feelings about reading, by giving their
reasons for reading and by talking about themselves in relation to other students.

Responses that were grouped with a manifest state reading identity presented a strong personal
commitment to reading that was often emotional and based on an appreciation of the benefits of reading.
Reading literature, perhaps, is most of my life. I learn many things from books... When I was reading
literature I feel like that a power keeps control of my heart (P6R1). There are comments showing a love
of literature and reading, for example: Books are an ocean and I am a drop in it. I lose myself while
reading. I can’t think of a world without books and literature. It would be darkness (P12R2). These
comments indicate students who wish to present themselves as avid readers: I always read a book
before I sleep there is always a book in my bed I try to read a few pages before I sleep (P1012).

Similarly: I read 48 books in a year. That’s not, that’s not a bad number I think. But it’s not quite good
I believe. I should work on it. I don’t think I'm not a good reader, I'm not a bad reader also. The genre
doesn’t matter for me, I like every kind of books (P10I1).

Other comments show how the student connects with reading, for example:

Outside the classroom, I came across a poem called “Still I Rise” by Maya Angelou. It was about
women who are strong despite everything. I liked it because it reminded me some moments from my
life. Also I realized that I like reading poems. This week I started reading “Kamelyali Kadin” by
Alexandra Dumas. I've almost finished half of the book. I enjoy reading classics because those books
can change your view of life and the events seem interesting as they are related to past (P1012).

Students with an introjected state reading identity see reading as part of a professional commitment to
teaching because reading is important for teachers as a source of knowledge about teaching. Comments
show that students see knowledge of English literature as a requirement for English teachers: As English
literature is one of the basic things in ELT, I feel it a bit necessary (P34D). Knowledge of the literary
canon is seen as important: there are some main pieces of English Literature I think if I want to be a
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teacher, I should know these pieces (P10I1). Literature is seen as something beneficial for sharing with
future students: When, when I finish the university I want to be a good teacher and I want my students
to like literature also (P1011). Comments relating to the students’ future teaching career show that the
commitment to teaching is stronger than their commitment to reading.

Comments that belong to the category of neutral state reading identity show some reluctant readers who
say that they only read when they are forced to by course or exam requirements. Some students see
reading as desirable but time-consuming as they feel under pressure to complete work for other courses,
although motivation might come from exams. Far fewer students gave negative comments at the end of
the course compared with the start. One or two students have a negative attitude to reading, especially
to reading literature in English. Their comments include: I think that literature is boring, so I feel that
I have to read it when I read it. I don't understand it and I just read it because somebody, for example
my teacher, forces me to read it (P22R2). Another comment states an aversion to literature in itself: I
don't feel enjoyable in reading literature, it doesn’t matter whether Turkish or English literature.
Because I read or someone read literature books in class, I feel bored and these kinds of books don’t
look attractive for me (P17R1). Another comment states: To be honest if my teacher says to us “exam
will be related to these books” I can be motivated to read English literature. Actually, I'm not eager to
read literature but I have to, of course, it's a lesson (P7R1).

In the data there are two types of comment that referred to other students: comments about other
students’ responses to the course and comments about activities. Most comments about other students’
responses showed that most see the group as not being very interested in reading literature. A few of
these comments fall into the neutral state identity group, showing an aversion to reading literature, and
a perception that others in the class are more successful than they are: But my classmates generally I
think they feel more enjoyable in the literature lesson in class because they are more interested in
lesson than me (P1112). More comments are in the introjected state group. Although they see reading
for the group as important for developing knowledge about teaching, language skills and experience of
the world, they are held back by the various difficulties presented by reading. Some comments refer to
other class members as ‘they’, for example: My classmates, I can see them getting bored with this
literature... this is something that they don’t know, this is something strange for them (P16I1). Some
comment that other students’ lack of interest affects their level of participation in the course: My
classmates seem to be not interested in English Literature ... and I don’t think they are so interested in
English Literature and they don’t they are not so involved in this course (P2911). Other comments speak
as a member of the group using ‘we’: I feel the same thing about my friends actually because we most
of us don’t have any special interest in English Literature just it is a lesson sometimes we should pass
these exams. We think like that (P2913).

There are comments that identify some students in the class as enthusiastic readers:

I realized that there some ... friends who are eager to learn about English Literature, they are not
bored I think. Because I realize that when I ask questions or when they are expressing their ideas
about the topic, they are eager to learn or they, they already know something about the subject. So I
think they like reading English Literature, they are enjoying (P10R1).

Other comments suggest beneficial effects of the course: some of my friends they brought me a, a
magazine that they had been making on their own like, three friends they were writing some poems
and stuff like that, about their own thinking, own ideas. I think it’s a really good thing (P1612).

Adres | Address
RumeliDE Dil ve Edebiyat Arastirmalar Dergisi | RumeliDE Journal of Language and Literature Studies
Osmana@a Mahallesi, Miirver Cicegi Sokak, No:14/8 | Osmanaga Mahallesi, Miirver Cicegi Sokak, No:14/8
Kadikoy - ISTANBUL / TURKIYE 34714 | Kadikdy - ISTANBUL / TURKEY 34714
e-posta: editor@rumelide.com | e-mail: editor@rumelide.com,
tel: +90 505 7958124, +90 216 773 0 616 | phone: +90 505 7958124, +90 216 773 0 616



1192 / RumeliDE Journal of Language and Literature Studies 2021.24 (September)

We are what we read: reading identity of university students of English language teaching / H. S. Kirca; P. Glover (pp. 1182-
1194)

A number of comments referred to other students’ responses in relation to weekly presentation activities
given by the students in class. All comments about these were positive and enthusiastic, indicating the
contribution of social aspects of learning to reading. Some students found the presentations
entertaining: Anyways we have discussed about Robinson Crusoe. Our friends also made a movie
about it and it was nice to watch it. I like it when people put some effort on their work and you can
clearly see it (P16D). working on aspects of literature together with classmates was seen as more
productive than study at home: As I said before this week I had fun and like what we did in the lesson.
If I read the plays or poems at home it would not be so effective and permanent (P29D). Another
comment was: Our friends made presentations which were so funny. Because we act in our plays that
makes them humorous. I really like this lesson (P38D). these activities were also seen as motivating: as
we started shooting videos it became more enjoyable I think. It is you know the visuals are, are more
memorable and so I like watching videos of our friends. It makes me ... want to read more English
Literature. I like it (P10I3). The positive effect of group and presentation work reflects Vygotsky’s
sociocultural theory.

The way the students refer to their reading brings out the changeable, social and multi-faceted nature of
reading identity. Reading identity is changeable as can be seen in the differences between the students’
views of reading in the first and final reports. These students’ reading identity is social as their positive
response to the group preparation activities for class show. Reading identity is multi-faceted as the
students present their relationship to reading and the world in different ways: some have a strong and
close relationship with reading, others have more of a professional relationship and others seem to want
to limit the role of reading in their lives.

4. Conclusions

The focus on reading identity in this study presents a picture of students who see reading in different
ways and position themselves as different types of readers. Some position themselves as avid readers
who have a strong personal commitment to reading because reading provides them with emotional,
academic and social learning. Others position themselves as serious readers who are mainly focused on
reading as a source of knowledge and information about teaching. A third, much smaller group, reads
reluctantly, does not enjoy reading and sees examinations and course requirements as the reason to
read. The reading identity that the students present is often fluid and dynamic, changing before, during
and after the course. Influences on the students’ perceptions of reading are related to social learning
experiences gained during the course.

The students’ comments about reading illustrate the extent to which reading is more than just a skill
that can be applied in different ways by different types of readers. Reading identity is about how readers
relate to the world and connects with ideas from poststructuralism and sociocultural theory. The
relationship that students construct with the world and with reading is complex, as reading identity both
forms the students’ view of the world and provides experiences that affect how the students view their
wider learning opportunities.

The main inhibiting factors regarding reading for some students are the perceived difficulty of reading
in English, the second language, and for some the perception that reading literature can be ‘boring’. It
can be seen that after participating in the course and gaining experience of reading and English literature
many members of the group became more confident about reading and to feel more positive. The social
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learning activities involving group presentations that were part of the course seem to have contributed
to the students’ confidence and outlook.
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