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Writing for the Uninspired Reader

Walter Dean Myers believes that a primary cause of lack of inspiration in readers is their difficulty
decoding meaning because of language and societal differences. He strives to reach uninspired
readers, particularly those living in the inner city, by writing using their language and contexts.

hen I start a story I am always aware

that at least part of my audience is

the “uninspired reader.” I prefer the

term #ninspired because it sounds
less negative than reluctant and, to me, it is far more
accurate. Reading has always brought me a great
deal of pleasure and I come to the subject with the
idea that if one is “reluctant” to read it must be be-
cause of some discomfiture with the reading process.
Taking this approach as I watched young people
read, I began searching for the discomfits that I sus-
pected existed.

I understand reading to be two processes; the
first is the act of decoding the words, sentences,
phrases, and varied meanings
of a contained writing form
such as the essay, the short
story, the novel, or the poem.
The second process is that of
“owning” the essential mean-
ing of the piece being read, in-
corporating it fully into the
reader’s intellectual landscape.
It is only when readers have the ability to fully ab-

that is happening
in our society.

sorb the material being read that the process be-
comes pleasurable and a lifelong reader is created.
Until then reading is only a chore and, to many, only
another opportunity to fail.

While a great deal of attention is paid to the
decoding or defining of single words, if the word can
be sounded phonetically and recalled from memory,
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it is considered successfully decoded and therefore
“read.” But I believe that in the uninspired reader, a
lack of understanding of either the culture, subcul-
ture, or social strata from which the words are de-
rived can still limit the concept of ownership. A
phrase such as be has money could mean, depending
on the context, that the referenced “he” has some
money as opposed to 70 money, or it could mean that
the referenced “he” has a great deal of money. As I
decode this phrase I depend on my recognition of the
individual words but also on the cultural range that
gives me access to several possible meanings.

This is even clearer in a phrase like Weszern Eu-
rope. The term has little meaning to a person lacking
knowledge of European history and development. A
morning headline announcing that “The economy
grew despite a decline in consumer spending” de-
pends on a wider information range than many read-
ers enjoy. When we consider the knowledge range of
some inner-city youths, it is easy to see that the lack
of information relative to culture, social issues, or
just plain data can interfere with the decoding pro-
cess sufficiently to make reading a chore. I get this
same feeling when I read computer manuals. I have
a perfect ability to sound out the words and usually
can define them individually, but the codification of
“tech talk” invariably prevents me from incorporat-
ing the material into my own intellectual scenario,
and I find myself guessing at what is meant.

I'm not simply suggesting that some young
people have a language other than English as their
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basic communication tool or that some speak a form
of Black English. I want to extend my argument to in-
clude, as barriers to reading, the growing social and
informational divide that is happening in our society.

When I look at the growing number of col-
lege graduates and compare it to the growing num-
ber of high school dropouts I understand that the
differences between well-educated Americans (of
any race) and the undereducated have widened con-
siderably over the last two decades. The same argu-
ment can be made for a divide in the social and
cultural interaction in the workplace. Workers com-
municate with each other and learn a common job-
related vocabulary. Clearly, when fewer inner-city
youths find employment in large companies (Bob
Herbert of the New York Times reported on July 19,
2004, that 44 percent of black high school dropouts
are unemployed {A171), the sharing of workplace
vocabulary suffers and, when income levels vary as
greatly as they do today, offsite activities also lose
commonality. In short, as the greater society divides

itself into the haves and have-nots economically, it

Walter Dean Myers

also divides itself into the haves and have-nots lin-
guistically. The conversation around the house of a
middle-class black family is going to be signifi-
cantly more diverse than that of a family in which
unemployment is chronic.
What is happening in
our society is that the exchange
of language is being restricted
as interaction is restricted.
This doesn’t affect the decod-
ing of individual words as
much as it does phrases. If
young readers are not familiar
with the phrases being used they tend to gloss over
them, even if they could read the phrases aloud, be-

linguistically.

cause the meaning is unclear. The result is the “unin-
spired” reader.

As a writer I especially want to reach the unin-
spired reader. I believe it is vital for the country and
important for social order, and I relish my shared ex-
periences with inner-city youths. To engage this au-
dience I seek to use their language, their phrases, and
their cultural contexts in a way that will make the
stories as user-friendly as possible. This doesn’t mean
that I can’t extend or embellish the language and
even the meanings, but it is important that my basic
references be accessible.

If my language can be easily handled by read-
ers, then they can turn their attention to the essence
of the story and begin that process of mentally and
emotionally re-creating it in their own mind. If my
work is interesting enough, the reader joins the ranks
of the inspired. The reluctant reader becomes the
eager reader.

I also know that I can help the reader by teach-
ing, within the context of a story or work of nonfic-
tion, a specialized language similar to the way this
language is taught in the workplace. If I am careful
to define the language I am using in the first chap-
ters of a book, I will ease the reader through the en-
tire experience.

Why doesn’t this happen more often? Why
don’t more young readers find some book that turns
them on and then become the enthusiastic readers
we want them to be? The answer lies in the total
reading experience. To many would-be readers, all
written material has become a challenge, an oppor-
tunity to show their inadequacies. I feel I should be
striving to bring the reader to language and story

In short, as the greater
society divides itself
into the haves and have-
nots economically, it
also divides itself into
the haves and have-nots
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| feel | should be striving and convincing him or her that continue to read her books (and some that Harold
to bring the reader to the journey is worth the while. Bloom recommends) I believe that it is equally the
language and story Toni Morrison has said responsibility ofvthe aqthor to reach. the au.dlence.
L . that she expects her readers to If I can’t transmit my ideas and feelings using the
and convincing him do whatever work is required rich cultural tools of my black heritage, the failing
or her that the journey | , reach her sophisticated of- lies with me as much as with the reader. Writing,
is worth the while. | ferings. Harold Bloom dis- for me, becomes most satisfying when it is the
misses the uninspired reader openly complicit and joyful act of a writer and

as having an uninspired mind hardly worth the reader both enjoying a book.

reaching. While I respect Ms. Morrison and will

Walter Dean Myers was raised by foster parents (the Deans) in Harlem, New York, and taught to read by his mother, who
read at probably a third-grade level. He draws many of his ideas and much of his language from that experience.

EJ 20 Years Ago

The Regional-Ripple Approach

My approach to American literature—the regional-ripple—is a product of my own experience. Simply stated, I
begin by teaching contemporary writing from the immediate area and then, like the spreading ripples in a pond,
move my students away from their own little pebble splash toward masterworks from other regions. I want first
to create readers, then to direct their attention toward increasingly removed—sometimes better—material.

Gerald Haslam. “A Regional-Ripple Approach to American Literature.” EJ 74.4 (1985): 55-57.

EJ 60 Years Ago

Building World Friendship

One of the best ways teachers of English can help to build world friendship is through reading for themselves
and helping their students to enjoy literature which shows what life is like to other people. We should include
in our curriculums not only literature which reveals to us the central ideas and values of our own culture but
also literature which can give us a basis for friendship with the other peoples who share the world with us.

Thomas Clark Pollock. “Literature for Building World Friendship.” EJ 34.3 (1945): 165-66.
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