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it matter if some children experience book joy and 
others don’t? The consequences of a life lived with-
out book joy are many. The most devastating of 
all, perhaps, is a life lived without the company of 
characters to remind you that you are not alone. To 
know that your story is not the only story. And to 
know that the challenges you experience in life do 
not define you. 

As educators, we are gifted with the respon-
sibility of looking and listening for joy. We see 
book joy in the intentionality of classroom libraries 
organized with labels children construct for them-
selves: “Sunshine Books,” “Woodland Creatures,” 
“School.” We see book joy on the faces of Black 
and Brown children who see themselves during 
read- alouds of books like I Am Every Good Thing 
(Barnes, 2020) and are inspired to craft their own 
“I am” statements that affirm their worthiness, their 
hopes, and their power. We see book joy when chil-
dren are empowered to choose where to read, whom 
to read with, and what they read from a place of 
self- directed purpose.

We also see the ways that book joy is eroded 
or is outright absent from well- intentioned but mis-
guided practices, such as classroom libraries orga-
nized by rigid, leveled bins, read- alouds selected 
from resources that are disconnected from students 
and their communities, and the over- teaching of 
strategies at the expense of a well- told story. The 
countless decisions we make as educators about 

When you do things from your soul, you feel a river 
moving in you, a joy. 

— Jalal ad- Din Rumi

as educators look ahead to life after the global 
pandemic and as the field continues to reckon with 
racial and social inequities that have come into 
sharper focus, we find ourselves reflecting on what 
we understand now that we did not know before 
about how to build and sustain book joy for students 
through the most challenging of circumstances. 
We also acknowledge that book deserts (Neuman 
& Moland, 2019), as well as the social, economic, 
and educational disparities that have always existed 
for children living in poverty, have been magnified 
during the pandemic and can no longer be collec-
tively ignored. In this article, we assert the urgent 
importance of book joy and the consequences of a 
life lived without it. 

Many of us are familiar with students who, 
like Grace, grew up reading books that their teach-
ers selected or that did not reflect their lived expe-
riences, and so did not find book joy until after 
high school. As the country mourned the passing 
of loved ones during the pandemic, Katie mourned 
the passing of her younger brother, Jimmy, after a 
twenty- year battle with addiction. Unlike Katie, 
Jimmy did not find book joy in his childhood and 
did not seek books as a source of comfort or as a 
pathway to knowledge. You might ask, why does 
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what books we read, how we position students as 
readers, and how we make students feel through 
their engagements with books can cultivate a cul-
ture of book joy brimming with literacy as the lan-
guage of possibility. Or, we can create what Galla-
gher (2009) fittingly coined “readicide,” where the 
joy that can come from a rich reading life is lost 
before it is given the chance to be found. Below, we 
reconsider the power dynamics around these deci-
sions and practices to intentionally plan for book 
joy for all students.

Using Power to Plan for Book Joy
Power is most commonly understood as a form of 
authority or control. This traditional notion of power 
can be labeled as a power over model (VeneKlasen 
& Miller, 2002). By default, teachers have some 
level of power over their students. We, and the 
larger school systems we are a part of, often control 
the instructional experience, serve as gatekeepers of 
curriculum, and dictate the messages we send about 
books and about children themselves. In our expe-
riences, instructional practices that turn students 
away from book joy overemphasize a power over 
approach. We see this, for example, in the limita-
tions placed on students about book choices that 
disempower readers because of curricular mandates 
or an external system of measurement. The conse-
quence of operating largely from a power over ori-
entation is not only a lack of book joy but also a 
diminished sense of self as a reader when we con-
stantly engage in reading because of someone else’s 
agenda or standards.

Yet, there are other conceptions of power that 
contribute to, rather than erode, feelings of joy and 
that recognize the brilliance of children. As Foucault 
(1980) argued, power can be generative, not merely 
oppressive, existing within all individuals within any 
social context. According to VeneKlasen and Miller 
(2002), power with, power to, and power within 
approaches consider power as a positive, rather than 
negative, force (see Table 1 for conceptualizations 
of power and implications for classroom practice). 
These agentive perspectives offer lenses for rethink-
ing our practices to empower children to take action 
in their lives, individually and collectively, and to 

Table 1. Reconsidering Instructional Practices for Book Joy

Instructional Practices

Power  
over

•  Students have limited book choice

•  Students are required to select books from 
leveled bins or bands of levels

•  Students have limited access to taking books 
from school to home 

•  The teacher is the sole person setting the 
purpose for reading 

•  Standards drive instruction more than 
readers’ strengths and needs

•  Strategies are emphasized as skills that must 
be practiced immediately rather than flexible 
tools readers use depending on background, 
text, and context

Power 
with

•  Reading instruction intentionally 
incorporates literacy as a social practice 
through partnerships, clubs, and literature 
circles

•  Decision-making about what to read is 
shared with students

•  Students lead book talks and share book 
reviews with the purpose of inspiring others 
to expand their reading lives

•  The collective is emphasized more than the 
individual

•  Students’ opinions are solicited for read-
aloud selections 

•  The classroom library is co-curated with 
students

Power to •  Students are encouraged to make book 
choices based on personal preferences 

•  Students are encouraged to make their own 
decisions about how to outgrow themselves 
as readers by reading new authors, genres, 
series, and about new topics

•  Students are encouraged to be text critics 
by noticing whose perspective is being told, 
what is centered, and what is left out

•  Students are invited to make creative choices 
about how they respond to texts including 
through the written word, images, and 
multimedia 

Power 
within

•  Students are invited to be critically conscious 
of how books help them develop a sense of 
confidence, dignity, and purpose

•  Teachers make intentional book selections 
that expand students’ self-awareness

•  Teachers use presuppositional and 
affirmational language when talking about 
readers and books

•  Books serve as tools to communicate 
students’ worthiness, love, and belonging 
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when teachers use presuppositional and affirma-
tional language like “Because you found a new series 
you love, you’re ready to share what you found with 
others to support their reading lives.” A power within 
approach implicitly and explicitly reminds students 
through our book selections and the ways we com-
municate with students that they are worthy of love, 
belonging, and an expansive reading life. 

When we raise our critical consciousness to the 
ways power is enacted in our teaching, we have the 
opportunity to create meaningful, memorable, and 
joyful experiences that communicate to students 
that their reading lives matter. By reconceptualizing 
power, we can also reconsider and redesign struc-
tures and procedures to support students as agentive 
decision- makers in their own reading lives. We hope 
that by reimagining the way power works within our 
literacy teaching, we can envisage, plan for, and enact 
future possibilities and alternatives that emancipate 
and transform students’ lives towards book joy.
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know their brilliance and worthiness, particularly in 
their relationships with books. 

A power with approach describes the power 
that comes from joining together with others and by 
planning and taking collective action. When we cre-
ate learning experiences driven by power with expe-
riences, we send the message to students that we are 
all interconnected and worthy of respect and love. 
Reading in partnerships, book clubs, or literature cir-
cles, deciding collectively what to read, and sharing 
responses and ideas about books encourage students 
to embrace their agency and experience the empow-
erment that comes from joining together. When stu-
dents lead book talks and write book reviews for 
one another in a community of readers, they know 
their opinions are valued and that their ideas have 
an impact on the reading lives of others. And when 
students are empowered to make read- aloud recom-
mendations and have agency in how books are dis-
played, they know and can celebrate that the class-
room library is collectively theirs. 

A power to approach intentionally releases 
power from the teacher to students to imagine pos-
sible ways to act, develop skills and capacities, and 
realize that they can influence change. In this vein, 
we can encourage students to make their own book 
decisions as well as to know when it feels right to 
abandon a book and try something new. We can 
encourage students to be text critics (Luke & Free-
body, 1999), disrupting the narratives presented by 
authors in favor of stories that ring true to their own 
lives. Additionally, when we empower students 
to make creative choices about how they respond 
and make meaning of what they read, we can also 
communicate that what is meaningful and joyful to 
them matters.

Finally, a power within approach supports stu-
dents to develop a sense of confidence and dignity. 
We see this in the ways teachers make book selec-
tions that expand students’ self- awareness with pic-
turebooks like Eyes that Kiss in the Corners (Ho, 
2021) and novels like King and the Dragonflies 
(Callender, 2020). We see power within approaches 
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