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What do we mean by reading?

Diverse disciplines will conceptualise reading in different ways….. 
what reading is, how we can research it, and the pedagogies and 
provision needed to support it.
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Psychological perspective

• Focus: Individual cognitive (and 
affective) knowledge, skills and 
processes.

• Methods: Primarily 
quantitative - experimental, 
longitudinal, cross-sectional, 
though also qualitative.

Castles et al., (2018). Ending the Reading Wars: Reading Acquisition From Novice to Expert. Psychological Science in the Public Interest, 19,
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/1529100618772271

Image by Scarborough (2001).

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/1529100618772271


Psychological: 
Cognitive/quantitative

Reading instruction, strategy use, skills 
underpinning early and later reading 
outcomes. 



Psychological:
Affective/quantitative

Reading attitudes, motivation, 
habits, skill.



Psychological:
Affective/qualitative

Understanding readers’ personal 
perspectives and experiences of 
reading.



Sociocultural perspective

• Focus: Socially and culturally 
embedded practice that reflects
and shapes students’ identities 
and experiences. 

• Methods: Qualitative-
ethnographic, case study, 
interviews.

Cremin, C., & McGeown, S. (Eds) (2025). Reading for Pleasure: International Perspectives. Abingdon, UK: Routledge.
doi: https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003519003
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Critical literacy perspective 

• Focus: Examines 
relationship between 
language, power and 
identity.  

• Methods: Critical discourse 
analysis, narrative inquiry, 
visual/multimodal 
methods.

Govender, N. & Farrar J. (2023).  Introduction to critical literacies & social media. English in Education, 57(4),  
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/04250494.2023.2268401

Image by Medlock & Casey (2018). 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/04250494.2023.2268401


Sociological perspective

• Focus: Social structures and 
institutions, e.g., schools, 
governments, families, 
communities, economic factors. 

• Methods: Policy analysis, national 
studies and data (e.g., PIRLS, 
PISA).

Moss. (2022). Literacies and social practice: sociological perspectives on reading research. 
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/chapters/edit/10.4324/9781003208648-4/open-access-literacies-social-practice-sociological-perspectives-
reading-research-gemma-moss
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https://www.taylorfrancis.com/chapters/edit/10.4324/9781003208648-4/open-access-literacies-social-practice-sociological-perspectives-reading-research-gemma-moss


Sociomaterial perspective

• Focus: Literacy is co-
constructed through 
relationships between people, 
texts, technologies, and the 
physical environment. 

• Methods: Network mapping, 
translation analysis, interviews

Burnett, C. (2022): https://www.shu.ac.uk/sheffield-institute-education-research/projects/research-mobilities-
in-primary-literacy-education

Image by de Moura & de Souza Bispo (2019).

https://www.shu.ac.uk/sheffield-institute-education-research/projects/research-mobilities-in-primary-literacy-education


Comparisons….. tensions?
Disciplinary 
perspective

How reading is acquired and develops

Psychological Individually, through supporting cognitive and motivational skills and processes.

Sociocultural Relationally, through participation in social/cultural shared reading practices. 

Critical Individually and collectively, through questioning power structures and dominant 
narratives, challenging social injustices.

Sociological Institutionally, through school, curriculum, policy, family, provision.

Sociomaterial Relationally, through interactions with human and non-human (e.g., texts, technology, 
environment) factors.



Creating a united literacy research community….

https://www.bera.ac.uk/blog/creating-a-united-literacy-research-community

https://www.bera.ac.uk/blog/creating-a-united-literacy-research-community


Applying diverse disciplinary perspectives:

Exploring the concept of reading engagement



Engagement

• Reading behaviours (time spent reading -
frequency, duration, habits) (psychological)

• Text provision considerably shapes reading 
behaviours (sociological)

• Cognitive effort and 
strategy use to support 
comprehension 
(psychological)

• Critical engagement 
with texts, questioning 
power, assumptions 
and misinformation 
(critical)

McGeown, S., & Conradi-Smith, K. (2023).  Reading Engagement Matters! 
Reading Teacher, https://ila.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/trtr.2267

Reading engagement

Behavioural

Affective

Cognitive

Social

• Affective experiences 
associated with different 
text types/content 
(psychological)

• Affective reading 
experiences influenced by 
interaction between 
human and non-human 
factors (sociomaterial)

• Enhancing reading experiences and outcomes 
through social reading activities (psychological)

• Personally and collectively enriching social 
reading experiences which reflect identities and 
life experiences (sociocultural)

https://ila.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/trtr.2267


Applying diverse disciplinary perspectives

University of Edinburgh, Literacy Lab
Rewriting Wor(l)ds



Integrate theoretical, conceptual and methodological expertise from different disciplinary perspectives 
(psychology, education, literature).

Research is reflected across five themes: Enjoy, Engage, Empower, Enrich and Expand

Work in research-practice partnerships and adopt participatory approaches



Rewriting Wor(l)ds

Rewriting Wor(l)ds is a 4–7-year transdisciplinary research 
programme, starting Nov 2025, led by Dr Patrick Errington.

Aim: To investigate whether, and how, reading, writing, and sharing 
poetry can support young people’s literacy engagement and 
wellbeing.

Central to this research is the development of a poetry mobile app, 
ReWriter.

https://rewriting-worlds.ed.ac.uk/

https://rewriting-worlds.ed.ac.uk/


Rewriting Wor(l)ds: Informed by diverse disciplinary perspectives, 
methodological approaches and research users

Neuroaesthetics
(fMRI, fNIRS, behavioural
methods)

Education
(interviews, workshops,
secondary analysis)

Poetry App: output & tool 
for literacy/wellbeing 
research

Participatory and 
research-practice
partnerships

Young people



Rewriting Wor(l)ds: Informed by diverse disciplinary perspectives, 
methodological approaches and research users

Neuroaesthetics
(fMRI, fNIRS, behavioural
methods)

Education
(interviews, workshops,
secondary analysis)

Poetry App: output & tool 
for literacy/wellbeing 
research
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Participatory (involving young people co-researchers throughout) and 
informed through research-practice partnerships with industry and 
third sector organisations including:

Rewriting Wor(l)ds



Summary

• Synthesising diverse disciplinary perspectives, and integrating different 
methodological approaches, enriches our understanding of reading, 
and how best to support it.

• Working beyond University boundaries improves the relevance of our 
research for education, communities, and society. 

• Breaking down barriers, being open to others’ perspectives, and 
learning together as a community is essential.



The Future of Books and Reading

Positive narrative to frame future thinking, 
discussion and action in relation to the decline in 
reading enjoyment and engagement.

Shares research insights, and diverse perspectives 
within the context of five themes:

• Enjoy

• Engage

• Empower

• Enrich 

• Expand



The decline in volitional reading

International research perspectives on 
the decline in volitional reading

• Challenges reading myths

• Provides research-informed principles 
and pedagogies to enable volitional 
reading.



Literacy – diverse perspectives

University of Edinburgh Literacy Lab:   https://blogs.ed.ac.uk/literacylab/

A copy of these slides is available in the ‘Talks’ tab

Thank you for listening

Opportunity for questions….

Contact details: s.mcgeown@ed.ac.uk

https://blogs.ed.ac.uk/literacylab/
mailto:s.mcgeown@ed.ac.uk

