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Becoming ardent followers of specific pop culture texts can’t be a good thing for young

readers—or can it?

missed it: thousands of young people flock-

ing to this past summer’s Bronté Fest at the
Las Vegas Convention Center, with publishing
company spokesmodels handing out free vouch-
ers to literacy websites and hordes of costumed
‘tweens competing in the annual Austen Pageant.
Particularly gratifying was seeing high-school-age
attendees of previous “B-Fests” mentor newcom-
ers, leading panels that helped them to return to
their communities and steer their peers away from
Stephenie Meyers’s novels by showing how the
sisters Bronté handled the same thematic territory
with much greater depth, not to mention stylistic
elegance.

It was an extraordinary sight, in case you

If this scenario sounds unfamiliar yet oddly
comforting or even inspiring, maybe that’s
because I made it up in an attempt to concret-
ize the kind of idealized world many language
arts teachers secretly wish existed. Certainly my
choice of nineteenth-century English literature is
a little unrealistic, given the importance of age-
appropriate texts, but still . . . wouldn’t it be nice
if today’s students brought their enthusiasm for
pop culture to timeless and enduring works? After
all, reading experts have consistently cited the
importance of independent reading, reading for
pleasure, and fostering “a love of reading.”

Unfortunately, the fan’s fire is not so eas-
ily domesticated in the service of our clear-cut
and standards-aligned curricula, except perhaps in
small, carefully channeled doses. Moreover, the
impetus for such a project is innately contradic-
tory in terms of the promises that fandom makes to
youth. Indeed, an individual’s status as a fan of any-
thing is defined and demonstrated again and again
by the choices that one makes for oneself. That is,
in fact, one of the sources of fandom’s power—
the way it delivers the sense that through it, one not
only discovers meaning, but discovers oneself.

So we’d love it if kids could be fans of books
and authors, but as educators, we also know the

importance of guiding them toward worthwhile
and time-tested texts—and it is this authority-cen-
tered steering that we know to be antithetical to
the fannish impulse. We want students to be fans,
but we want to restrict it to the palette of choices
that we assemble for them. Such an impasse helps
explain why there currently exists an uneasy
truce, a kind of intellectual demilitarized zone,
between the worlds of fandom and education,
with the latter extremely suspect of the former. As
a result, educators simultaneously restrict actual
reading and send a very limiting message about
what constitutes legitimate reading and literacy
practices.

This is too bad, really, given that K—12’s rap-
prochement with fandom arguably stands the best
chance of uniting in-school and outside-of-school
literacies, not to mention helping students develop
critical thinking skills and a host of media and
“new literacies”—that is, empowering them to
become “readers” in the broadest, most meaning-
ful sense of the word.

THE PROBLEM OF COMMERCIALIZATION

Given this potential, albeit mostly unproven,
upside, a natural first question involves the down-
side of leveraging students’ fannish tendencies.
Certainly trepidation on the part of educators is
understandable, given the series of problems that
fandom seems to present. Almost all of us fear
the unbridled passion of the fan because, in some
sense, almost all of us are fans of something or
other, and are thus well aware of the kind of unar-
ticulated power that can come into play. Con-
sider the crowds at author signings and celebrity
keynotes at the annual gatherings of IRA, ALA,
or NCTE, even when they hold little direct con-
nection to literacy and language arts. Put simply,
we are fans of these personalities’ movies, cook-
ing shows, or work on the stage. Granted, such
events might not be the reason we attend these
conferences, but who among us doesn’t feel the
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pull—and guilty pleasure—of fan-like behav-
ior, even as we fight internally against its appeal?
More important, why are we so instinctively cer-
tain that such behavior is something that we
should fight, or at least keep in check?

Those of us of a certain age, and I include
myself, tend to think of fandom as being a one-
way street: we kneel at an altar of some commodi-
fied bit of culture and worship respectfully, paying
tribute with time, money, and emotion. The
image that comes to mind is filling out an invita-
tion we’ve received to join an “official” fan club
for Mickey Mouse, or the Bay City Rollers, or
maybe classic movie monsters. We would return
this invite with our personal information and our
allowance-earned $2.95 and receive a poster and a
decoder ring—in essence, promotional materials
that we pay for the privilege of displaying. Today
these elements have morphed, luring young fans
to official websites, and instead of a decoder ring,
they receive endless email announcements that,
if received by anyone other than a fan, would be
considered spam.

The problem is that this notion of fandom is
simply no longer the prevailing one. It still exists,
to be sure, but most self-respecting fans these
days would shun it. That’s because being a fan
is no longer a matter of merely signing on for a
commercialized relationship involving unilat-
eral communication with a corporate marketing
department. Just as media has evolved, so has fan-
dom, and the implications for literacy are astound-
ing. As Henry Jenkins puts it:

Fans are people who actively engage with the
content of the culture around them and often use
it as resources for their own cultural productions.
Many of them write original stories or songs
about the shows they watch; some make art or
costumes; some edit vids or produce film parodies
or do podcasts or develop websites or engage in a
broad range of other expressive practices. They do
so in a context that encourages their participation
and where they often get benign and sometimes
constructive feedback on their work. In short, they
are part of a literacy community that supports
their growth as writers, critics, and artists and
provides a distribution network for their work.
(Jenkins, 2010, as cited in Soep, 2010)

As Language Arts professionals, then, we must
let go of the belief that being a fan of a particular

author or book series is a form of surrendering to
commercial influences that try to “hook” readers.
Rather, we can view self-identification as a fan as
an opportunity for young readers to develop criti-
cal and media literacies around this very issue; for
example, we can help them recognize the moti-
vations behind “official fan clubs” of the sort
described above. Indeed, it’s critically important
that we make this distinction between official and
unofficial fan behaviors, and then support non-
corporate-sanctioned self-expression in our stu-
dents. All too often, though, curriculum writers
take a protectionist stance toward certain texts that
sport their own fandoms, a stance that translates
into marginalizing these texts rather than engag-
ing with them.

THE PROBLEM OF Pop CULTURE

One reason we balk at mixing reading with fan-
dom is that we are not fond of the implicit associ-
ation with pop culture. Let us forget for a moment
that popular culture is a fluid thing, that the novel,
now so esteemed, was once considered a vul-

gar, mass-produced artifact of “low culture.” Of
course, we realize that such curriculum-friendly
authors as Poe, Dickens, and Conan Doyle wrote
for a popular audience, and that their work contin-
ues to manifest in horror movies, TV series, and
Broadway shows. We look the other way when

it comes to canon authors with fan followings
because, after all, maybe pop culture was good
back then.

The truth is, educational institutions and K—-12
curricula have a deep distrust of popular culture.
And while it is hardly my purpose here to explore
the justifications and origins of this bias, as edu-
cators we should at least be aware of the degree to
which it is built into the system—socially, polit-
ically, and historically. In other words, we must
recognize the degree to which we, as individuals,
have adopted this prejudice unconsciously and
uncritically. After all, it’s easy to forget that one
way our culture knows what constitutes “high cul-
ture” is that it’s “what’s taught in schools,” and
that therefore we happen to have a say in the mat-
ter. Instead, many of us come to see ourselves as
being in the “‘transmission of our cultural heri-
tage’ business” (Postman & Weingartner, 1969).

Of course, there’s nothing wrong with cele-
brating a cultural heritage, and it serves to make
us sensitive to instances of censorship that the
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language arts community is right to stand against
(Schliesman, 2008). However, it’s pretty glar-

ing when the texts being taken off library shelves
are by the likes of Mark Twain, Maya Ange-

lou, and J. D. Salinger. What about when cer-

tain texts are not ordered in the first place, rarely
included in classroom libraries, or never placed
on summer reading lists—a kind of censorship by
benign omission? Many schools and libraries sim-
ply refuse to order titles that are tie-ins for spe-
cific movie, television, videogame, or comic book
properties on that basis alone, regardless of author
or content. That is, that they are presumably mar-
keted to the fan base of a given property is suf-
ficient reason to dismiss them out of hand; they
are viewed as a notch above activity books. Stu-
dents pick up on this judgmental attitude and may
come to the conclusion that enjoying such books
does not really constitute reading; as a result, they
may not consider themselves readers to the extent
that they should. Ironically, this occurs even in the
face of countless position statements from literacy
organizations that stress the importance of reading
for pleasure, of letting young readers choose their
own texts, and of becoming lifelong readers. The
bottom line is, if we don’t let kids read what they
want, they will do other things they want to do—
and reading will get left behind.

One last thought for those who earnestly
believe that all of us are in the cultural transmis-
sion business: I submit that the reason transmit-
ting a heritage is so important is that it allows
successive generations to build upon the riches
we help them discover . . . so that they can actu-
ally create culture, not just preserve it. And it is
exactly this idea of “building upon,” through com-
mentary, annotation, and remixing, that forms the
premise for so many of fandom’s “products” now-
adays, from fanart to fanfiction.

THE PROBLEM OF TEXT

On a less theoretical level, the kneejerk reac-

tion against all things fannish reflects the reality
that we are losing sight of our pedagogical mis-
sion: are we charged with teaching texts entitled
X, Y, and Z, or is it our responsibility to teach
approaches to texts, using X, Y, Z as fruitful
exemplars (i.e., classics)? It’s as if we’re asking
students to develop a repertoire of comprehension
strategies and response skills, but to exercise them
only on texts that are worthy of being compre-
hended and responded to.

To be fair, texts themselves can be tricky when
it comes to fandom. First there’s the problem of
selecting text for the classroom that both lever-
ages fannish engagement and supports curricu-
lar goals. One of the reasons that James Bucky
Carter’s book Building Literacy Connections with
Graphic Novels (2007) is so popular and success-
ful is that it not only exploits the medium’s cur-
rent vogue, but also pairs each of the included
graphic works to a canon title common in the sec-
ondary curriculum. Hypothetically, comics fans
can thereby cross over and become lit fans. In less
skillful hands than Carter’s and his contributors’,
the results of similar efforts can come across as
empty gestures toward pop culture, drawing upon
psuedo-fannish inclinations in students, at best. In
such cases, a nod is made to, say, Star Wars while
discussing mythology, and the handful of Lucas-
fans in the class have their moment to explicate
and shine.

Such an approach is akin to what William
Kist has called, in the context of new media, the
“spoonful of sugar to make the print go down”
approach (Kist, 2005). Want to teach Shake-
speare to kids who couldn’t care less—then why
not try hip-hop? (Note that a genre of music does
not really have fans per se, while a specific, and
authentic, artist does.) Or maybe students would
learn the U.S. Presidents more effectively by writ-
ing and illustrating a “Diary of a Wimpy U.S.
President” journal a la Jeff Kinney’s best-selling
prose—graphic hybrids. Such tactics may be cre-
ative and produce certain learning outcomes,
but what’s interesting is how they skirt true fan-
dom, allowing a slice of it into the curriculum
and validating students’ outside-of-school read-
ing choices, but doing so very indirectly. The bias
remains; observe that in this scenario, we are not
actually teaching one of the Diary of a Wimpy
Kid books, let alone the entire series. And it’s a
good thing we’re not, too: parents and admin-
istrators might see us as pandering. (A well-
intentioned but depressing push-back argument
I’ve heard teachers relate can be boiled down to
“Why teach things that kids will do anyway out-
side of school?”” To me, this is an alarming posi-
tion, since I feel that what kids will “do anyway,”
especially if it is done with consistency (if not
passion), is precisely what should be the focus of
explicit instruction.)

If all of this weren’t daunting enough, the con-
cept of “text” itself can become problematic in
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the context of fandom, at least relative to how
we’re trained to think about it. Let’s return to the
example of licensed tie-ins, where it is no lon-
ger common practice to publish only a standard
prose adaptation of, say, a hit movie or TV car-
toon. Increasingly, these tie-ins are prequels or
tangential sequels or occur in the interstitial nar-
rative space between better-known entries in the
canon of a given fandom. Or there are multiple
adaptations in slightly different formats, such as
a graphic novel and a manga (e.g., The Last Air-
bender). So how do we reconcile the continuities
(or discontinuities) between texts that are pub-
lished across media? Reading such works—which
these days can be supplemented by Web-only
texts—requires some sense of transmedia navi-
gation, a skill that is developed naturally within
fandom’s ranks and easily enough by educators
outside of school, but is a real challenge when it
comes to the compartmentalized curriculum and
resources of K—12. In case you’re unfamiliar with
the term, “Transmedia needs to be understood

as a shift in how culture gets produced and con-
sumed, a different way of organizing the dispersal
of media content across media platforms” (Jen-
kins, 2010).

While at first blush I believe that many ELA
teachers may welcome transmedia texts as a way
of tackling story elements such as plot, mood,
and point-of-view in a fresh way, I’'m concerned
that many more may be dismayed by how the
“print platform” (i.e., books!) are not privileged
in the manner to which they’re accustomed. Even
when the original source material is prose, as in
the case of the Twilight series, that medium may
soon be eclipsed (no pun intended) in primacy in
the minds of fans. In fact, that’s one of fandom’s
conundrums—if someone self-identifies as a fan
of The Lord of the Rings, or the X-Men, or The
Chronicles of Narnia, how do you know which
medium/media they’re talking about? It’s possible
that they have not read a single book in the course
of becoming a fan of such a franchise.

Such complexities may motivate educators
to set hard boundaries and retreat further into a
print-only enclave. The problem is, we don’t live
in a print-only world; moreover, the tracing of sto-
rylines across media and the inevitable compar-
ing/contrasting of characters and creators is the
fuel for much of fandom’s ongoing discourse. On
what may be a more alarming note to some, it is
becoming more and more difficult to partition

print from other media, especially where young
readers are concerned.

To illustrate this point, allow me to reference
a recent conversation I had with a collaborator
of mine who happens to be a professor of com-
munications. Since we have sons of roughly the
same age, he asked me what fiction I might rec-
ommend. His son had already enjoyed the Harry
Potter and the Percy Jackson series, so I knew the
boys shared similar tastes, and this prompted me
to suggest Erin Hunter’s Warrior series (which
has a sizable fan community). I also recalled how
voraciously my son was devouring the ongoing
The 39 Clues series from Scholastic, demonstrat-
ing true fan behaviors, such as making sure that
he had a copy of each new book the day it was
released. I also thought my friend might appre-
ciate how the accompanying website supported
readers to reflect upon their reading by closely
analyzing text information and employing deduc-
tive, critical thinking skills. However, upon learn-
ing of this online component, he immediately
nixed the idea. His concern wasn’t about his
child spending time on the Scholastic website—
that somehow his son would be the unwilling tar-
get of merchandising and promotions under the
guise of “reading” support—but rather that once
he was online, he would gravitate toward YouTube
or other ostensible time-wasters. So here we have
a case of reading material being evaluated not on
the basis of its content, but on its role as part of a
larger media environment.

The other problematic aspect of The 39 Clues
series is that a diverse group of YA and children’s
authors contribute to it. The very nature of such
transmedia properties, then, is challenging to tra-
ditional K—12 curriculum: just who is the “author”
of an overarching story that has many different
writers? How do we teach basic narrative conven-
tions when the author of any given work is appro-
priating, or extending, the characters and settings
created by another?

TowARD A PEDAGOGY OF FANDOM:
SOLUTIONS AND CHALLENGES

While such questions may seem thorny, they’re
not dissimilar to the ones that serious fans grap-
ple with all the time. What is the best iteration of
a given franchise, and what do we mean by “best”
anyway? Debating points of content and points
related to the terms and criteria of the debate itself
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is essential to fandom’s discourse. For educa-
tors, the crucial opportunity relates to the fact that
young fans are typically unaware of these meta-
cognitive processes and assumptions. So although
the positions of a fan and a critic may appear to be
antithetical, this is true only superficially: both are
engaged in close, often repeated, evaluative read-
ings of text, and seek to draw meaningful con-
nections between the text and others. Besides,
whoever became a professional book reviewer

or a film critic without some abiding love for the
preferred medium?

My reference to “connections” may recall
reader response theory, and this is intentional.
As I’ve argued elsewhere in the context of film
(Gutiérrez, 2009), an established pedagogy that
unites both fannish and critical readings can be
found in the pages of the germinal Mosaic of
Thought (Keene & Zimmerman, 1997). Fans are
capable of making extremely strong text-to-self
connections, but often these remain unvoiced,
unexplored; they are simply assumed—other-
wise, why be a fan? Here the talented and dedi-
cated educator can build upon the deeply personal
response of a fan to encourage greater reflection
both on oneself and the text.

Text-to-text connections are where members of
a fan community really excel, frequently display-
ing encyclopedic knowledge (which shouldn’t be
surprising—who do you think writes most of the
pop culture entries in Wikipedia?). But even here
teachers can help by enlarging the pool of pos-
sible texts beyond those in a particular fandom’s
canon to include other notable works that share
thematic, generic, or stylistic elements.

Text-to-world connections are the ones that,
on the surface, seem to separate the fan from the
critic, as the former is stereotypically depicted as
being insular—as having withdrawn from the real
world in favor of these beloved texts. But this,
too, is an inaccurate portrayal of today’s fans:
most of them welcome insights that help them
appreciate their chosen texts in the context of his-
tory, politics, and the wider culture. All they’re
waiting for is someone to show them how to make
such connections.

In the course of helping young fans become . . .
not exactly critics, but readers with habits of crit-
ical thinking that ideally every critic possesses,
an entire range of familiar language arts skills
and concepts can be brought into play. These can

relate to audience and purpose, speaking and lis-
tening, viewing skills and visual literacy, self-
monitoring strategies, rhetoric, research skills,
information literacy and analysis, and more. The
reason the possibilities are so rich is that while
any given fandom is essentially a self-selecting
community that “responds” to a text, varied liter-
acies are brought to bear as community members
engage in ongoing, meaningful, and authentic dis-
course with each other. In short, an integral part
of being a fan is finding out what the other fans
think; at times, it’s as if the act of reading itself
is not complete until one’s thoughts and ques-
tions can be aired, replied to, filtered, and probed
by another fan. What was confusing? What was
inconsistent? What was being foreshadowed (this
is a big one in fandom)?

It’s remarkable, really, how much fandoms
today represent a kind of intense learning environ-
ment—minus the “grown-ups,” that is. The trick
is how to insert grown-up standards, experience,
and wisdom into the mix without also diminishing
all the joy, inspiration, and peer-to-peer communi-
cation. And if these positive aspects of being a fan
have been insufficiently covered here, my apolo-
gies. It occurs to me that I should have put quotes
around all the “problems” cited earlier—not
because I feel a need to engage in spin by terming
them “challenges,” but because they’re problems
only in the sense that culture itself is a problem.
Commerce vs. art, personal vs. group meaning,
high culture vs. low, preservation vs. inspiration—
these are living problems of the real world, and
they in turn reflect the “problem” of being a liter-
ate person with choices to make. All in all, then,
they’re problems worth confronting and for which
educators should be grateful, since inquiry into
them is potentially so valuable.

You’ll also have to excuse the loaded language
I’ve used, such as “fear” in relation to fandom or
pop culture. In actuality, we’re quick to embrace
them on some levels; I was referring to the fear of
introducing them into classrooms. The first step
in doing this, of course, is affirming and reinforc-
ing the right of readers to be fans . . . and to treat
the will to be a fan as a resource for engagement,
expertise, and vast amounts of prior knowledge.

To be clear, there are several legitimate con-
cerns to address before fully nurturing the fan
mentality and introducing fan-favorite texts into
curricula. What is less legitimate is refusing to
see the positive offsets that a conversation with

(®



e

fandom can provide, especially if this is the result
of inherited prejudices. Certainly there are enough
challenges as it is:

* How not to privilege some fandoms and their
texts over others in the curriculum

e How to deal with anti-fandoms (the most vir-
ulent probably being that directed against
Twilight)

* How to integrate the sprawling nature of texts
with fan followings into the discrete, measured
parameters of K—12 English language arts

A comprehensive, grade-spanning pedagogy of
fandom might begin to address such issues. Yet
the only way such pedagogy can develop—and
for which supporting or informing research can be
conducted—is if we first allow fandom a place at
the table.
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