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In Reading Don’t Fix No Chevys: Literacy in the Lives of Young Men, Michael Smith and Jeff Wilhelm enter challenging territory.  The explosion of public concern about boys, and the popular literature that has driven it, is clearly both illuminating and  hazardous.  Gender is a central axis through which we frame the world, to be sure.  Yet, publicized insights about boys and girls often lead to over-broad generalization, simplified battle lines, and uncomplicated notions of gender itself. 

To its credit, this book navigates such dangers well and speaks directly to teachers of English/language arts.  The authors, both former secondary English teachers, now university-based teacher educators, argue in fact that recent literature about boys has left teachers with little to direct their practice.  Research data on boys’ relative “under-achievement” in literacy, they note, too often “paints a picture with too broad a brush… tells stories of averages, which never really capture the individuals, whom we teach in our classrooms each day” (xix).  In addition, the tendency in recent accounts to portray boys’ problems, they argue, “obscures strengths we can build upon” in teaching.  Smith and Wilhelm thus set out their purpose—to take “a close look at a wide variety of adolescent boys . . . to understand their literate behaviors, and to come to understand how to teach them in improved ways that will benefit them and society” (xx). 

A few basics:   First, Smith and Wilhelm identify themselves as “social constructivist” in orientation—which they contrast with a “biological determinist” stance on gender (where they place popular boy guru, Michael Gurian, for example).   Second, the book draws its conclusions primarily from task-oriented interview data.  Smith and Wilhelm elicit talk from 49 individual boys, from four different secondary schools contexts, by giving them discrete tasks to complete—e.g. ranking activities they value, keeping a literacy log, thinking aloud with short stories.  Third, the book draws substantively on Csikszentmihalyi’s concept of “flow”—defined as “the state in which people are so involved in an activity that nothing else seems to matter” (28).  The authors highlight how boys in the study seek out dimensions of flow-like experience in their day-to-day lives, but rarely experience such engagement in school.  Fourth, the book is conceived for practitioners.  Each of the four “findings” chapters in this six-chapter book concludes with a section where the authors set out insightful pedagogical principles (rather than lesson plans or units) for teachers in English classrooms, and the final chapter fleshes out teaching implications in more detail. 

Reading Don’t Fix No Chevys makes a compelling case:  Boys desperately need teachers with expanded lenses and vocabularies for perceiving and interpreting the literacies in their lives.  The diverse male voices we hear throughout the book demonstrate that boys are, in fact, active textual creators and consumers:  they share trade magazines, read novels on their own (often not assigned ones), scrutinize websites, play language-intensive electronic games, write and read rap, interpret and critique films, sitcoms – even WWF wrestling—skillfully.  In other words, the boys Smith and Wilhelm interview and observe exhibit literacies and competence – just not in the narrow and uniform ways that schools often demand.   Stan, for example, fails in English class but is an astute film critic, talks about the “symbolic value” of The Matrix, and asserts that his life goal is “to be aware and mentally developed.”  Here, Smith and Wilhelm echo a central claim in New Literacies research—namely, that we have plenty to learn from students’ out-of-school interests, from their engagement with electronic gadgets, internet media, and pop culture.  Such interests illuminate what boys actually accomplish with literacy, the various ways they learn, how they construct identities, and the ways they use literacy to make meaningful social connections.  Indeed, the authors wonder aloud “how we, both personally and as a profession, have taken school definitions of what counts as literacy so much for granted when this definition excludes so much of what passes for literate activity in the world” (186).   

Smith and Wilhelm discover, for example, that literacy is intensely social for boys.  The boys in this study routinely criticize “schoolish” literacy as functioning in isolation from any meaningful set of relationships—as being “insufficiently social.”  The boys disclose that they read websites and check box scores in their spare time because they want to be up on conversation at lunch the next day.   One non-reader, Bam, talks about reading Of Mice and Men, over and again, not because it was assigned, but because the book was given to him by his older brother.  “Even highly reluctant readers,” Smith and Wilhelm write, “said they would read books given to them or recommended by significant others” (143).

In many ways, the strengths of the book also set its limitations.  For example, the individual, task-oriented interviews provide detailed responses by individuals, but do not attend to talk in social contexts.  We listen to boys’ responses to Smith and Wilhelm in interview settings, but we do not hear these boys talking to each other, at a dance, in the school hallway, at home, with friends on the street, or at a sporting event.   We gain less insight, in other words, into the power of social worlds and how teenage boys might construct a sense of gender and literacy through mutual discourse in particular settings.  Secondly, Smith and Wilhelm are bounded by their desire to “take a close look at a wide variety” of individual boys.  Despite multiple excerpts of talk across a range of boys, as well as helpful individualized profiles of particular kids throughout the book, I found it difficult to know any one boy in depth.   

Finally, Smith and Wilhelm assume a multiple literacies framework as they inquire into boys’ engagement with non-traditional texts; yet this framework is not explicitly theorized.  Thus, teachers may feel that some of their deeply felt questions are unaddressed:  What is the relationship between school and non-school literacies?  What about the standards we face as educators?  Is it possible to concede too much to popular literacies?  Conversely, how can teachers draw on students’ private and home literacies without dominating these literacies for school or state purposes?   

Perhaps such issues appropriately remain open.  Indeed, Reading Don’t Fix No Chevys: Literacy in the Lives of Young Men would be powerful reading for teams of middle school teachers or for high school English departments—where the questions above could be addressed in a relevant community context, with diverse teacher perspectives in play.  Read in community or alone, however, Smith and Wilhelm’s book is a challenging journey—tailored especially for middle and secondary English teachers.  It has the potential to inspire rich inquiry into boys’ experiences, to challenge common stereotypes, and to cultivate new vision around non-school literacies and the “assignments” boys often resist in school.  This is work to which all of our students need us to attend.  

