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The Value of Aesthetic Reading: When Moments of Shock, Recognition, and Enchantment Lead 

to Learning in Secondary Language Arts 

 

“In The Great Gatsby I had a moment . . . towards the end. The last page to be exact. It 

was when Nick was saying Gatsby was chasing a dream that passed by him a long time 

ago. How life moves on. How tomorrow we’ll run faster, jump higher. Anyways, I cried 

when I read that.” 

 

The world created by words on a page can have a powerful effect on a reader. High school 

sophomore student Sofia, in a reflection on reading The Great Gatsby felt this— she recalls such 

an overwhelming feeling at the end where the text provoked an unforgettable, deep response for 

her. Books have the power to touch the reader deeply, spark a passing interest or feed an 

obsession. Characters or subject matter can ignite a flame inside the reader. Sometimes the 

reader can feel as if the author is talking directly to them— they might weep at the thought that 

there is someone else out there that has experienced what they have experienced. Or maybe they 

were shocked that there is someone out there who has experienced something so completely 

foreign, that they can’t help but see the world differently now. Possibly, people read to just take 

their mind off of work or to escape for a little while. The question is, do students learn or work to 

develop these reading abilities in school? 

Many Language Arts teachers say they have a desire to instill in their students a love of 

reading— they hope their students will have an experience in which they get caught up in a 
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story, the characters, the setting, the plot, and forever more be devoted readers. While personal 

experiences with reading might make teachers feel this way— they want students to experience 

the power of the world created by the word that they have felt— what real benefit is there in 

teaching aesthetic reading in schools?  

In direct contrast to aesthetic reading that leads to experiences like Sofia’s with The 

Great Gatsby are reading experiences that Louise Rosenblatt explains as “efferent” or 

“nonaesthetic” in which, “The reader’s attention is focused primarily on what will remain as the 

residue after the reading— the information to be acquired, the logical solution to a problem, the 

actions to be carried out” (Reader 23). Often this kind of efferent reading is prioritized in 

schools. Standardized and AP tests encourage students to close read texts and look at them with a 

critical eye; some widely accepted core curriculums ask students to identify characteristics, 

patterns and meanings in a text. However, these reading experiences essentially focus on only 

one kind of  transaction between the text and the reader—  and the easily measurable and 

quantifiable indicators that students have done the reading and gained the knowledge required of 

them. Teachers, particularly of Language Arts, may say that they want to foster an aesthetic 

appreciation of literature, even a love of books and reading, but efferent reading is the focus of 

much literary reading and instruction at school.  

While efferent reading is valuable, ultimately the focus on critique and the acquisition of 

knowledge through reading neglects almost entirely the potential for learning to take place from 

an aesthetic reading of the text. Is there learning that can be done from an aesthetic reading? 

While often the outcomes of efferent reading are measurable or easily quantifiable learning, how 

can teaching aesthetic reading have any value within the classroom?  
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Can Aesthetic Reading Lead to Learning? 

In looking for a justification of teaching aesthetic reading, we must look more closely at 

the transaction between the reader and the text. In this transaction of aesthetic reading, is there 

any room for learning to take place? Aristotle’s lecture on literature, specifically the origins of 

poetry, point to a historic understanding of this transaction: “In general, two causes seem likely 

to have given rise to the art of poetry, both of them natural. Imitation comes naturally to human 

beings from childhood (and in this they differ from other animals, i.e. in having a strong 

propensity to imitation and in learning their earliest lessons through imitation); so does the 

universal pleasure in imitations” (Poetics 6).  As Aristotle explains, when art imitates life, both 

learning and pleasure can occur. Cristina Bruns in Why Literature? explores literary reading to 

this end in her examination of Rita Felski’s three categories of literary experience: shock, 

recognition, and enchantment.  

The first category, shock, occurs when something in the texts disrupts or jolts the reader 

from their current state. Aristotle further discussed this aspect of imitation of life in art, 

specifically how tragedy serves to arouse pity and fear in the audience, “Tragedy, then, is an 

imitation of an action that is serious, complete, and of a certain magnitude; in language 

embellished with each kind of artistic ornament, the several kinds being found in separate parts 

of the play; in the form of action, not of narrative; through pity and fear effecting the proper 

purgation of these emotions” (Poetics 10).  Here, Aristotle further discusses how in the imitation 

of life, art— tragedy, or perhaps a literary experience— can affect strong emotions in the person 

having the experience, but it can also serve as a “purgation” or catharsis of those feelings as well. 
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Within the literary experience, shock can also serve other purposes; Bruns elaborates on the 

experience of shock in literary reading: “Being taken outside of ourselves through reading may 

be part of the delight of literature, but at times it can also involve or even require a shock as it 

disrupts and pushes us beyond the limits of our self-perception” (Bruns 18). As they read a text, 

and even as it shocks them, readers are pushed to see other perspectives and in different ways— 

an experience that some might benefit from as they learn from it and some might enjoy even as 

they enjoy the thrill of shock or fear. Bruns continues to explain how this can lead to learning, 

“In this way shock can also facilitate the gains in knowledge that Felski attributes to literary 

reading by opening up the psychological or intellectual space necessary for new insights” (Bruns 

19).  Experiencing shock when reading a literary text can clear the way for learning to take place, 

as Bruns points out, and this can be a primary way that students can learn from aesthetic reading 

experiences.  

Teresa, a high school junior, describes her experience with reading a text that shocked her 

and what she took away from it:  

“I tried to put myself in [the character’s] shoes. I thought about me being in the 

abandoned apartment building in the cold and quiet. I even smelled the molding of the 

building and the cold. I could feel the little warmth of the blanket. And I even thought 

about the sticky feeling of the dry blood on my hands. That’s how crazy I get when I read 

insane books. It was so crazy that I had to imagine what it was like, because I’ve never 

gone through that, and I don’t plan on it. I was so grateful that I didn’t have to live in that 

time period. And it also made me scared, because someone does go through this now.”  
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As seen in Teresa’s aesthetic reading of the text, in which her “primary concern [was] 

with what happens during the actual reading event”— a characteristic of aesthetic reading as 

explained by Rosenblatt—  her reflection on the experience demonstrates that she wasn’t 

concerned with what knowledge or information she was going to take away, but was absorbed in 

shock as she experienced through the text something that was completely foreign to her 

(Rosenblatt 24). Teresa’s experience shows the learning that can come from aesthetic reading— 

in her case about a new perspective or time period completely different from her own, in which 

she left feeling scared by it and the thought that people might experience this today.  

The second category of literary experience, recognition, also can facilitate learning 

through shock as readers experience some measure of disturbance when what they see in a text is 

particularly relevant to them. Recognition can also be more of a comforting or validating 

experience when the reader sees some part of themself in the text and it gives them a sense of 

reassurance or solidarity. Learning or new insights occur in recognition when they “also bring to 

conscious awareness latent or forgotten emotional states within us that would otherwise remain 

unavailable for thought and resolution. Literary recognition, like the experience of shock, can 

indeed serve a beneficial role beyond the momentary satisfaction or thrill they may provide” 

(Bruns 20). Students easily recognize the learning or impact that this kind of recognition in 

literary reading has on them. Ella, a high school junior, says that, “After reading this book, I had 

a new sense of mind. I realized how harsh life is for everyone. It gave me a new perspective, I 

wasn’t alone.” Nadine describes, “The stories were so realistic and I could relate [to the book] 

not from personal experience but a lot of the book I’ve seen in people around me. Reading both 

books really made my eyes open and realize that there are problems in a lot of communities.” 
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Illan says that, “I was able to immerse myself because I related to the main character so it was 

easy to lose myself and become them. I was also invested in their story, seeing how things turned 

out. I was different, funnily enough, in myself and my perceptions because I was able to 

comprehend an outside view.” These students were able to learn from their literary experiences 

of recognition in that by relating somehow to the text, they were also somehow changed as a 

result. They recognized and learned things about themselves and about society and the world 

around them.  

In contrast, there are some students for whom recognition, as mentioned previously, is 

not a comfortable process but still something from which they can learn or benefit from in the 

way that Bruns describes as bringing “conscious awareness latent or forgotten emotional states 

within us that would otherwise remain unavailable for thought and resolution” (Bruns 20). Jacqui 

describes this difficult transaction with a text: “My experience was okay. It was kind of hard to 

finish the book in itself due to the content and my past, childhood memories . . . I know what it’s 

like to go to high school and I had similar situations that I went through. It became easier to 

touch that concept of thoughts although it harder emotional to control [sic].” While Jacqui’s 

experience of recognition was not easy for her to experience, she was able to deal more easily 

with those subjects from her transaction with a text.  

The third literary category of enchantment, like that of shock, can take readers on a thrill 

ride— one of possibilities and imaginary worlds as they transact with a text. J. Hillis Miller in 

On Literature describes it this way: “A literary work is not, as many people may assume, an 

imitation in words of some pre-existing reality but, on the contrary, it is the creation or discovery 

of a new, supplementary world, a metaworld, a hyper-reality. This new world is an irreplaceable 
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addition to the already existing one” (Miller 18). But why is this new world created by a text an 

“irreplaceable addition” as Miller claims? What value, other than pleasure, could enchantment 

with a text have? Bruns continues to explain how enchantment has value, as “literature can 

potentially assist its readers in critiquing the world in which they ordinarily live by pulling them 

out of it for a time” as well as “foster a flexibility of mind necessary to accommodate or 

encompass the breadth of human possibilities” (Bruns 21-22). Being able to think critically on 

one’s surroundings as well as being more open-minded when it comes to society are desirable 

benefits or important opportunities of learning that come from experiencing enchantment. Lucius 

describes his experience with the Harry Potter books and how he was so enchanted or “into” 

them that “I would immerse myself by pretending the universe the stories were set in was the 

universe that I lived in. I saw things as if they all had some magic property and I would 

contemplate if once I turned 11 if I would get an invitation to Hogwarts or some other magic 

school and if the people around me were muggles.” Additionally, Brooks, a high school junior 

who wouldn’t describe himself as someone who reads much or often, says this about his book:  

“When I read it, it felt like everything around me closed off and I was watching 

the story unfold in my mind. I was different after this book because it made me want to 

read more of the author’s books, and I might actually become a reader now that I’ve 

experienced what it’s like to really enjoy a book. It also made me think about how I’m 

still young and I only have a year left to enjoy, so I should really live it to the fullest 

before I can’t be a kid anymore.”  

Brooks, in conversation, also discussed how he wanted to try being a writer based on his 

experience with this book, and how he admired the writing style of the author. Adalyn, after 
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describing how she would be so into a book that she would imagine herself as the main 

character, and that because she has “a great imagination, and this book allowed me to imagine” 

that “in the book the main character kept telling herself ‘I am not afraid,’ and now I tell myself 

that.” These student examples show learning from their aesthetic experience of enchantment with 

a text— from changing a perception of their own abilities to read and write, to how they operate 

in their world, to how they see the world at large.  

However, it doesn’t end there. This learning— from shock, recognition and 

enchantment—  is significant because the text can affect the world through the reader and their 

actions as a result of their literary experience. Bruns continues to explain that, “The changes 

prompted by reading a literary text— by seeing the text’s world through that text— we 

experience in moments of shock, recognition, and enchantment, as well as through an 

experiential form of knowledge. The reader then brings those changes into the real world through 

her actions” (Bruns 22). It is here that the effect of learning done through aesthetic experiences 

with the text not only affect the readers themselves, but also the surroundings and the world in 

which the readers live.  

Simon’s description of his reading experience shows this happening when he read a 

sports biography, “After reading it and reading the experiences he had I learned how to get better 

and to be a better person.” While Simon describes how his reading changed how he acts, 

Audrey’s description talks about how the changes brought about by her reading are outside of 

herself: “ . . . it usually happens when I read an interesting article, short story or a novel about a 

social issue or topic. When I read something like these I get really into relating it to today’s 

society or talking about the social issues along with it.” Audrey and Simon’s experiences show 
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how experiences from reading a text bring about changes in themselves and then by extension to 

the world.  

Can Teachers Facilitate This Learning? 

Literary Reading as A Transitional Object 

The opportunities for learning in the personal transactions with literature are possible 

because the text is available to the reader and is used by them as a transitional object. In all the 

experiences of shock, recognition, and enchantment, the text becomes a way that the reader can 

discover things about themself and about the world. Here again, Bruns offers some insight into 

how this occurs in her discussion of physician and theorist D.W. Winnicott, “At the heart of 

object relations theory is what has come to be known as ‘transitional’ space, a middle state 

between self and world . . . Winnicott developed this concept as explanation of the means by 

which infants initially establish their own sense of separateness from the world around them and 

also their relationship with the world” (Bruns 26). While the object at the heart of transitional 

space for an infant can be things like a blanket, pacifier, or stuffed animal, for adults who are still 

defining who they are in the relation to the world— a world that is always changing— a text, 

among other things, can function in this same way. Rosenblatt describes that this happens when 

“The physical signs of the text enable [the reader] to reach through himself and the verbal 

symbols to something sensed as outside and beyond his own personal world. It becomes part of 

the experience which we bring to our future encounters in literature and in life” (Rosenblatt 21). 

In literary reading, the shock, recognition, and enchantment that readers can experience and learn 

from are instances of readers using a text as a transitional object in the way that Bruns and 
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Rosenblatt describe. There are several insights for the secondary Language Arts classroom that 

emerge from this understanding of the literary reading experience.  

Immersive & Reflective Reading 

If a literary reading or text can be used by students as transitional objects from which 

they  have opportunities for learning, how can teachers facilitate the use of a text as a transitional 

object? A literary reading can become a transitional object available for use by the reader, and 

for potential opportunities for learning, and Bruns explains how: “In order, then, for an 

individual to use an object in transitional space to give shape to her conception of self and 

other— her way of being in the world— she must undergo the risks of temporarily letting go of 

her awareness of herself and allow herself to get lost in her experience of the object, before 

returning to a reflective, self-conscious mode of being. Only in this state does her self-other 

boundaries loosen and she becomes receptive to the influence of the object, its transformative 

effect” (Brus 40).  These two different ways of being in relation to the text are called by Bruns 

the immersive stance and the reflective stance. One student, a high school junior, describes 

immersion in a text as feeling like “I was in the movies, not an actor or director but also not a 

viewer. I was a cameraman, involved in the process but what I was reading was controlled by 

someone else.” Another student, also a high school junior, describes this immersion process at 

length, not just specific to literary experiences but with other forms of art as well:  

“I think to be able to immerse yourself in a medium you can’t be lucid or aware of it, 

because that’s the point. You cannot think of anything else besides that medium. I think 

to have an insightful look into the medium or art you are consuming, you must invest 

yourself completely, almost meditative. For me the important part of experiencing art is 
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to purely experience it, not to consciously think of how you’re experiencing it by 

analyzing, feeling, thinking. You’re blending it into one. That’s how I experience art.” 

An important part to note from this student’s experience, and for all immersive experiences, is 

that in order to have an insightful look into it they need to experience immersion and not be 

consciously analyzing or critiquing it as they are experiencing it— things that are done in the 

reflective or critical mode in literary reading. This student echoes Miller as he says, “How can 

you give yourself wholeheartedly to a literary work, let the work do its work, and at the same 

time distance yourself from it, regard it with suspicion, and take it apart to see what makes it 

tick” (Miller 124)?  Often schools prioritize the analytical, measurable, and testable efferent 

reading nearly to the exclusion of the process of immersion. For students to learn through the 

experience of shock, recognition, or enchantment immersion is essential, as Bruns explains 

because, “this ability is the basis of all literary reading— that it makes possible the formative use 

of literature and that from it emerges reflection on the text and on the reader’s experience of it 

that involve distancing oneself from the text” (Bruns 50).  

    It is also important to note that the immersive stance must be experienced and not 

skipped over if a text is going to be available for students to use as a transitional object, and thus, 

learn from it. Miller explains this conflict— in what he labels the “aporia of reading”—  between 

the immersive stance and the reflective or critical approach to a text and how they cannot coexist 

(Miller 124).  If teachers want to create opportunities for students to learn during and from 

aesthetic literary reading, then teachers must prioritize immersive reading, as Bruns admonishes,  

“If we take for granted students’ ability or opportunity to create for themselves a 

world from a text and to immerse themselves in that world so that instruction focuses 
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only on the critical tasks that examine or interrogate that text, we can close off for 

students the possibility that the text may become an experience capable of facilitating self 

formation or of carrying any personal significance at all, reducing it in their estimation to 

a game or puzzle, an intellectual exercise” (Bruns 65).  

How many times have teachers encountered students who just want to know “the right answer” 

to what the text means, or immediately adopt the reading done by a quickly searched online 

source or the nearest teacher? When teachers don’t allow space or importance for an immersive 

experience with a text, then this prioritizing of the reflective or critical mode is what results.  

However, it is also important to see that the reflective, distancing, or critical reading can 

support an immersive reading of a text. For Gerald Graff, “It was only when I was introduced to 

a critical debate about Huckleberry Finn that my helplessness in the face of the novel abated and 

I could experience a personal reaction to it” (Graff 45). In Graff’s case, the critical mode helped 

him to access the aesthetic side of a literary experience. For others, it is when they are able to 

immerse themselves in a text first, then spend some time at a critical or reflective distance from 

the text before finally returning to the text again that will allow a text to become a transitional 

object for them, and even allow for learning opportunities within aesthetic reading. In this case 

as in Graff’s experience, reflective reading plays a crucial supporting function.  

All Transactions Are Different  

   Immersive reading and thus shock, recognition, or enchantment doesn’t happen for 

every reader with every text. If it did, a Language Arts teacher’s job would be much easier.  As 

Rosenblatt explains,  
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“The reading of a text is an event occurring at a particular time in a particular 

environment at a particular moment in the life history of the reader. The transaction will 

involve not only the past experience but also the present state and present interests or 

preoccupations of the reader. This suggests the possibility that printed marks on a page 

may even become different linguistic symbols by virtue of transactions with different 

readers” (Rosenblatt 20). 

 Transactions with a text are dependent on time as well as the reader, and due to the individuality 

of the reader, are different in some way for every student.  

What if some students, due to this incredible variance in transaction, don’t have an 

immersive experience with a text whatsoever? Or perhaps have an immersive experience but 

don’t experience any level of shock, recognition, or enchantment and thus don’t learn from their 

aesthetic literary reading? Some high school students can give insight to this situation; John 

states that, “With The Great Gatsby I still have a similar immersion, however it seems that some 

spots may be lacking because of my misinterpretation of some of the older types of language 

being used. Also, it’s a little more difficult to enjoy immersion of a book that you’re being forced 

to read if I’m being completely honest.” John cites language of the text and constraints of 

reading in a school setting as being factors prohibitive to his literary reading functioning as a 

transitional object. Salvador likewise sheds light on the variance of transactions with literary 

reading when he observes that “It hasn’t happened because [the book] is kinda boring. So I guess 

what I’m saying is that if you’re interested in a book then you are much more likely to become 

immersed in it opposed to if it’s a book that you don’t like.” Many students, like Salvador, found 

immersion in a text they weren’t interested in to be difficult if not impossible. However, this isn’t 
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true of all students. Recall sophomore student Sofia’s experience with The Great Gatsby or 

junior student Teresa’s experience. Sometimes despite not being able to relate with the characters 

students can still use literary reading as a transitional object.  

Can Aesthetic Reading Be Taught? 

When addressing the instructional concerns of facilitating aesthetic experiences with 

reading, Bruns makes a bold, somewhat discouraging statement: “What is methodical is easier to 

teach someone to do. What has no method can be prepared for or attested to or perhaps 

described, but one can’t be taught how to do it . . . When literature instruction focuses primarily 

on the activities of the methodological ‘explanation’, the other stages of reading that should 

envelop  it and thereby give it meaning can be lost to students” (Bruns 69). Fortunately, Bruns 

explores things such as making the classroom a safe environment for learning, particularly that 

learning that comes from literary reading that can be personal and fragile. Also, as mentioned 

earlier, prioritizing the “conception of reading that students take from the classroom for the 

immersive mode of reading” (Bruns 78).  

But what if some students are not able to immerse themselves in a text? Wouldn’t this 

completely eliminate the possibility of experiencing shock, recognition, or enchantment—  the 

possibility that a literary text could be a transitional object? As teachers, we can only work with 

what we have. This is why Bruns’ discussion of Sheridan Blau’s concept of “starting where 

students are” is so valuable. Blau advocates for students to value their own first reading of a text, 

to not depend on others (likely the teacher’s) readings, and to “work through textual obstacles 

that might prevent them from being able to create a world from a text in their own reading” 

(Bruns 111). These suggestions, among other things, prioritize a student’s immersive experience 
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with a text, thereby providing an opportunity for students to learn through an aesthetic 

experience with a text.  

 

Conclusions 

When efferent reading is so heavily prioritized and taught in secondary schools, it 

overshadows or eliminates the possibility of learning from the type of reading at the other end of 

the spectrum: aesthetic reading. Aesthetic reading can lead to experiences of shock, recognition, 

or enchantment with a text that makes these learning opportunities possible, and in this process 

makes the literary text available to the reader as a transitional object. Using a literary text in this 

way leads to such engagement with a text that many Language Arts teachers desire their students 

to have, and even might lead to lifelong reading habits or transactions. While the immersive and 

reflective modes of reading that take place as a text is being used as a transitional object can 

sometimes come into conflict, the reflective or critical mode can often support an immersive 

reading. However, all transactions with literary texts are different because of time and the 

individuality of each reader. Can aesthetic reading then be taught? Yes, although perhaps not as 

directly as the methodologically oriented efferent reading. Teachers can still create an 

environment, conceptions of reading, and opportunities and support in immersive text 

experiences that will help their students. By facilitating the instruction of aesthetic reading 

through experiences of shock, recognition, and enchantment literary texts can become available 

for students to use as transitional objects. Rather than the more easily measured outcomes of 

efferent reading, allowing students the opportunity to make a text a transitional object can instill 
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in students the kind of reading that will go beyond the individual teacher’s classrooms and allow 

students to create lifelong relationships with reading.  
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