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Abstract

We are literacy researchers whose work focusses on rural geographies. In this scholarly dialogue
we draw on our research and on the limited literature on rural men’s and boys' literacies. We argue
that three intersecting conceptual spaces which are often constructed in and through educational
deficit discourses: through educational deficit discourses about masculinity, literacy and rurality,
which we think should be both pluralised and understood relationally. We suggest that a rural
literacies approach that challenges deficit discourses is critical to address nested problems of
uneven gendered and geographic educational performance, understanding rural males’ reading
practices, rural-regional economic and social development, and chronic problems that stem from
the marginalisation of rural citizens and places.
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Introduction

This scholarly dialogue draws on scholarship in rural literacy studies, and challenges deficit
discourses on rural boys’ and men’s literacy practices, carefully examining how people in rural
places use literacies in their lives. We acknowledge but do not engage the large literature on men'’s
and boys’ literacy or the massive literature on men'’s and boys’ learning. Our argument is that while
there is a robust literature on binary gender and its impact on learning, there is relatively little
attention paid to the rural dimensions of “the boy crisis” in education. The alarmist discourse of the
1990s and 2000s has been, to some extent, replaced by more nuanced approaches that
deconstruct the idea that all boys and men are equally disadvantaged in education (Budde &
Rieske, 2023). Yet rurality has been largely absent from this analysis and it is our mutual interest in
this absence that has drawn us into conversation following an invited presentation in Mexico
(Corbett & Asplund, 2023).

Methodologically, this is a scholarly dialogue. Rather than writing as though our voices are singular,
we acknowledge that we bring individual perspectives, identities, research histories and geographic
contexts to this writing. Our work evolved from informal conversations to a symposium
presentation, and on to formally responding to specific questions in a written dialogue which we
edited and built over a period of approximately one year. Scholarly dialogue has emerged in
professional studies fields such as nursing (Doe & Bunkers, 2026); medicine, education (Corbett &
Schewel, 2025), and law (Burgis-Dasthjala, 2016), to elaborate and discuss difficult and emerging
problems such as artificial intelligence (Wise et al., 2026). As Roger Simon wrote many years ago:
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... within the concept of dialogue can be found the basis for an underutilised and undervalued
form of scholarly writing. What concerns us here is not dialogue as a form of direct verbal
conversations, but rather as a series of considered responses to the written documents of one
another. Such dialogue is self-consciously not private, but delivered in a public forum. It is
authored not only as an address to one another but is intended for the wider audience of one’s
colleagues as well (1982, p. 5).

The terms rurality, masculinity and literacy are prone to deficit thinking in the field of education and
beyond which, we think, obscures the complexity of experience and promotes counterproductive
imaginaries of failure and marginality. We have taught, worked, and lived in different rural areas on
three continents, and our research has been focussed on the intersection of masculinities, ruralities
and literacies attending to the nuances of space, place and temporality. We acknowledge that our
analysis is located in European and settler societies and that this is a limitation. We hope our work
here will stimulate research in diverse spaces to problematise omissions, technocratic
simplifications, binaries, and myths. First, we take up the question of how ruralities and literacies
intersect. Next, we examine rural males’ literacy practices and how they have been understood and
misunderstood in contemporary research. Finally, we focus on materiality and how rural males’
literacy practices shape and are shaped by material engagements.

Rural Literacies: A Short History

Mike: Rural literacies, as a field of research, was introduced by Kim Donehower, Charlotte Hogg and
Eileen Schell (2007, 2011) who drew on a dissertation by Martha Kruse (1995), a high school English
teacher who was interested in understanding how living in a rural community impacted literacy.
She wrote: “The key to understanding rural literacies lies primarily in the relationship between villagers
and texts ... Three years ago, | conceptualized literacy and the rural experience as dichotomous
phenomena” (Kruse, 1995, pp. 8-9).

Drawing on 1970s and 80s New Literacy Studies research (Gee, 1991; Heath, 1983; Holdaway, 1984;
Street, 1984), Kruse argued that literacy is more than a transcontextual set of skills and best
understood as social practice. Multiple literacies relate to the many things accomplished with
symbols in diverse sociopolitical and historical contexts, rather than decoding and encoding skills.
Thus, rural literacies introduced into the New Literacy Studies tradition, a focus on space, place and
rurality (Corbett, 2015; Green and Corbett, 2013).

Rural literacies scholarship has argued that despite the diversity of rural social space, there is a
shared experience of marginality and peripherality in an urbanising world. Rurality is not imagined
here as a variable to be appended on to models of analysis of educational performance (Coladarci,
2007; Guenther et al., 2026). Rather, rural context is central to how literacies are understood and
enacted. Drawing on Edmondson (2003), Donehower et al. (2007) situate the discussion of rural
literacies in terms of rural development, sustainability, as well as social and spatial justice.

The idea of rural literacies calls attention to particular kinds of literacy practices in rural places that
are typically marginalised, misunderstood, or simply overlooked. These rural social practices have
tended to be defined as rustic, insular, simplistic, uncultured and even degenerate (Ching & Creed,
1996; Corbett, 2010a; Theobald, 1997). Therefore, rural literacies should be understood as part of
inclusive education.
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Rural literacies focus on multiplicity—both multiple material, symbolic and lived ruralities, and
multiple ways of approaching and conceiving of what counts as literacy (see Figure 1). Literate
phenomena are complicated by the explosion of multiple forms of literate expression and digital
technologies, including the recent emergence of large language model textual production, and
technologies of literacy measurement.

Figure 1: Initial Rural Literacies Framework (Kraus, 1995; Edmondson, 2003; Donehower et al., 2007)
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The idea of rural literacies, in more recent iterations, contains all the complexity illustrated in Figure
1, and problems and opportunities posed by an increasingly interconnected world in which
communities are drawn together in informational and material/economic relationships (see Figure
2 below). Rethinking Rural Literacies: Transnational Perspectives (Green & Corbett, 2013) invites
consideration of diverse global ruralities and multiple literacies in different international education
systems, cultures, and traditions of literacy teaching and learning. This emphasis signals going
beyond the locale to research how rural places are linked in complex networks of information and
commerce that shape literate landscapes. Global, national, subnational and local geopolitical
disparities are also critical concerns.
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Figure 2: Rural Literacies, Elaborated Model
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Rural literacies research is animated by the tension between the quantitative focus on measured
literacy represented by regional, national and international testing on one hand, and qualitative
analysis of multiple located literacy practices on the other. Donehower et al. (2007) argued that
rural literacies are ultimately entangled with questions of rural development, restructuring
stereotypes, unequal relationships between rural and urban geographies and gender, which relates
to your work on masculinities Stig-Borje.

Contextualisation and Literacies: How Rurality Shapes (and is shaped by) Males’
Literacy Practices

Stig-Bérje: While we have seen extensive research on males’ relationship to reading during the past
two decades, research on the intersection of masculinities, literacies and ruralities remains
relatively unexplored. International tests such as PISA and PIRLS surveys have had a major impact
on educational research globally, and international studies have shown that girls outperform boys
in reading performance (Brozo et al., 2014; OECD, 2019), and that boys, as a group, read less, and
prefer to read less than girls (Mullis et al., 2023; Schleicher, 2019). A tendency that can be discerned
in research on boys’ and men'’s reading practices is that binary gender has been positioned
independently as a singular driver of results rather than as part of multiple inter-related factors
(Cremin et al., 2026; Loh & Sun, 2024; Scholes et al., 2025). This has generated an essentialist ‘failing
boys discourse’ that simplifies complex data on boys’ achievement and their relation to reading
(Asplund & Pérez Prieto, 2018; McDonald, 2023; Scholes et al., 2021).
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When test results are reduced to binary gender only, boys themselves are often constructed as the
problem. Hammet and Sanford (2008) nuance the simplistic notion of boys as disengaged and
reluctant readers. This work highlights factors in addition to gender to help us to understand and
describe boys' relationship to reading. When other factors such as class, place, and ethnicity are
considered, further questions about rurality arise regarding boys' and men's relationship to reading
(Scholes & Asplund, 2021).

Mike: Gender has become such a contested and fraught idea. Judith Butler's Who's Afraid of Gender
(2024), for instance, illustrates how gender politics have reached a fever pitch in many reactionary
conservative arenas, and even in some variants of feminism. She shows how these charged gender
politics advance outlandish claims that the proliferation of gender difference and queer identities
drive civilizational collapse. There is, in this discourse, intense concern about boys and/in
education.

The result is anticipatory catastrophic thinking that triggers latent desires to return to simple
binaries based on realist constructions of faith, moral truth, and/or science. Reading Butler, |
wondered about how established binary categories including literate and illiterate are reinscribed
in the educational surveillance managerialism driven by quantitative test data. In North America,
skills-based literacy theorising adopts the language of social justice arguing that an alleged
movement away from phonics harms the least socially advantaged students (Ontario Human Rights
Commission, 2022). The ‘science of reading’ for instance, decontextualises literacy learning,
bracketing the messiness, multiplicity and nuance of context (Tierney & Pearson, 2024). Channelling
Butler (2024), we might ask, “who’s afraid of literacies?” because by pluralising the singular idea of
literacy we become sensitive to multiple ways that people communicate, multiple spaces in which
this communication takes place, and to the politics of language.

Stig-Borje: Yes, the movement to decontextualise literacy learning is ironic, given increased interest
among literacy and educational scholars in how literacy practices are intimately connected to social,
cultural, historical, material and geographic context. Theoretically, the importance of context for
people’s relationship to reading has followed from the sociolinguistic tradition in literacy research
(Freire, 1970/1986; Heath, 1983; Street, 1984), which in turn, generated whole language and
language experience pedagogies within the field of reader response theory (Beach, 1993). Kathleen
McCormick’s classic 1994 work emphasised context as a salient feature in the reading process.
Robert E. Probst (1992) also stressed that the meaning the reader constructs is not only dependent
on the reader per se, but also, “on the context in which the reader and text [...] come together as well"
(p. 71). Despite the emphasis on the relationship between context and readers among reader
response theorists, literacy research on the relationship between literacies, masculinities and
ruralities is still a neglected area.

Literacy as/in the Mess: A Case Study of Swedish Rural VET Boys’ Reading Practices

Mike: Yet both masculinity(ies) and literacy(ies) remain significant areas of research and concern.
Introducing place into the analysis makes things very untidy and all sorts of intervening and
intersecting complexities arise. Reductive literacy movements like the science of reading elide place
methodologically and epistemologically, treating it as an ancillary variable, if at all. Considering the
complexities of context and locale, binaries like rural/urban, male/female, literate/illiterate fall
apart. | think your qualitative work on men’s and boys' literate practices is an excellent illustration
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of this complexity that confounds the linear ‘science’ that reifies reading as decontextualised,
comparable, and quantifiable skills.

Stig-Bérje: Reading doesn't take place in a vacuum, so you can't neglect the messy world. | first
experienced place as a vital dimension of literacy practices writing my thesis on vehicle engineering
boys’ literature discussions in a rural upper secondary school in Sweden. | discovered that rural
place played an important role in the boys' conversations about their reading. | elaborated on this
theme in an article (Asplund & Pérez Prieto, 2013) which examines how these boys read a John
Marsden (1993) novel. My participants' readings entered into dialogue with some urban boys'
readings of the same novel described in another Swedish study. Unlike the urban boys, who
perceived the novel's main character, Ellie, as a girl who knew too much to be the same age as
them, and who was therefore considered suspicious and untrustworthy, the rural boys appreciated
both Ellie and the book. The urban boys rejected Ellie (a self-described typical rural resident) and
her friends because they drove cars and motorcycles, repaired engines, and dwelt in the Australian
wilderness with familiarity and confidence. In contrast, these qualities intrigued the rural boys who
were engaged in activities like hunting and fishing and driving vehicles in their daily lives.

The study shows that reading is not only about gender but also that the locale is a present and vital
feature. Further, the study also shows that location, in several respects, can trump gender. In one
sense, the rural boys in the Swedish context, had more in common with a rural Australian girl than
with boys in a Swedish urban environment.

Mike: This is really interesting. You identify a rural character ‘knowing too much’ rather than
exhibiting a deficit. Like Scholes et al. (2021), your work undermines myths about boys’ and men'’s
literacies. One is that fiction does not interest boys who are imagined as object-focussed and less
interested in stories about relationships. Another myth is that boys could never identify with female
characters. Thirdly, absolute congruence between readers’ lifeworld and the text they read is
essential to appreciation and engagement. If that were so, then Harry Potter would have been an
utter failure.

Your work challenges these embedded assumptions. Gendered literacy myths bolster notions
about what boys will want to read.

The Right Way to Read in School: Placeless Literacies, Literate Self-deprecation and
Power

Stig-Borje: Drawing on geographers such as Pred (1984), Cresswell (2009), and Massey (2005), but
also literary theorists such as Probst (1992), | would describe the rural vehicle engineering boys’
literature discussions as social practices through which they construct and reconstruct the rural
home place in which their literature discussions take place. It is also a matter of identity-
construction when the boys identify with a female character. As readers, they challenge and
transgress stereotypical images of rural boys and young men highlighted in research that often
emphasises the urban as norm and positions them as non-readers.

Here issues of power must be considered when we talk about rural literacies. Since my dissertation,
| have mainly studied rural boys" and men'’s relationship to reading from a life history approach
(Goodson, 2013) to highlight the subjective point of view of boys and men. In their storytelling, my
research participants have constantly related to their rural surroundings, and to dominating
discourses about what reading is and what it is not. It has been clear that the boys and men are
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aware of this discourse which has, more or less explicitly, told them that the reading they invest in,
the ways in which they read, and what they read (e.g. western novels, manuals, hunting magazines,
etc.) are not right’. They get the message that their reading is unimportant. This is obvious when
they talk about the reading instruction they have encountered in school. There, local, place-based
reading practices, in many respects, have gone under the radar, and therefore, have also been
marginalised. This is also a pattern that can be seen internationally (e.g., Cantrell et al., 2018;
Corbett, 2010a; Donehower, 2013; Scholes & Asplund, 2021).

This framing can have a negative impact on the boys’ sense of themselves as readers, as well as on
their willingness to engage in school-based reading practices. Many of the boys and men | have met
in my research diminish themselves as readers even though they are reading a lot. As research has
shown, the ability and willingness to read is closely linked to school success, and by extension, to
the ability to actively participate in a democratic society (Sullivan & Brown, 2015). This again raises
issues of power.

Mike: Yes, | have seen this phenomenon of literate self-deprecation in both boys and men in the
rural areas in which | have lived and taught. | think it is fair to say that rural men and boys are often
positioned as literacy-challenged or even literacy-averse subjects. This positioning, and the
discourses that surrounds it, has consequences.

Stig-Bérje: It does. Another aspect that is important to highlight in this context, and which relates to
the return of decontextualised literacy teaching and learning, is how such a movement also
simplifies the complexity of people’s literacy practices (Boyask & Derby, 2025). There may be a
tendency here to adopt a ‘placeless’ and ‘nonplace’ discourse in which place as such completely
loses its significance (Cresswell, 2009). There may also be a risk of taking too much of a relational
view that envisions place as constructed by mobility and social processes, and that neglects
boundedness. This is problematic, “since the two are intimately connected” (Malpas, 2012, p. 238). For
Malpas, place is open and dynamic, but still always bounded. And boundedness “establishes a
certain oriented locatedness” (p. 238). Malpas’ critique of the relational conception of space among
contemporary geographers creates a more sensitive approach to the inertia in the construction of
places which are both stable and changing. Attention to this inertia is precisely what | believe is
important to consider when we study place-based reading practices in rural settings.

Place and Literacies

Mike: There is indeed what | might call a cosmopolitan default which Malpas contests. | think this is
a very important analytic observation. Your work gets at this dimension of life in rural places and
how literacies are impacted, and indeed shaped, by located life practices and relational networks.
Can you say more about how literacies and place relate in your research?

Stig-Borje: In a current study, my colleagues and | are investigating Swedish rural working-class
males’ local reading practices across individual lives and generations. The project (funded by
Riksbankens Jubileumsfond under Grant no P22-0239) is situated in rural woodland regions of
Sweden where gendered activities such as hunting and forestry have historically constituted vital
elements in an established, independent way of life that is currently changing (Carson et al., 2020).
Most of the men in the study are involved in moose hunting which is culturally and socially
significant in the region. It also turns out that these men'’s reading practices have strong links to
moose hunting as a knowledge practice (Asplund et al., 2025). To hunt in Sweden, an approved
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hunting exam consisting of theoretical test and three practical sub-tests has been required since
1985. These exams are also a prerequisite for obtaining a firearms license.

The texts the men read preparing to take hunting exams, or when they educate themselves further
attending different hunting courses, are often quite information-dense and complex, dealing with
issues such as ecology, legislation, regulations, psychology and ethics. Several also read other texts
linked to moose hunting, such as hunting magazines, short novels, or fictional hunting stories, but
also texts about forestry and digital hunting maps. These men engage in reading practices that are
intimately linked to local, place-based knowledge practices, where reading becomes a tool for
developing skills and knowledge in moose hunting and forestry that have practical importance as
well as social, cultural and symbolic value. While these reading practices are closely linked to rural
nature and landscapes, they are also geographically and locally distinct, in the same way as those in
coastal communities which you have studied.

Mike: As you point out, living in a rural place does not somehow excuse people from the
administrative systems that require literate skill. In Canada, too, similar firearms safety courses and
licensing tests are compulsory for hunting. Similar courses are required for navigation and boat
registration. We need more research into how place matters in men’s and boys' literacies which is
what your research seems to me to be fundamentally about.

Stig-Bérje: Indeed. And when we talk about rural literacies, the movement from literacy to literacies
is vital, as you have emphasised in your research. Hence, there is no such thing as a rural literacy
practice. What we must talk about is rural literacies, and we have a responsibility as literacy
researchers to attend to the multiplistic and specific situated characteristics of local, place-based
rural reading practices.

Hard-copy Text and Manualising: Literacies and/as Material Engagement

Mike: How people in rural locations engage habitually with particular sets of tools is central to how
they enact literacy practices. Only a few studies that have been influenced by the idea of rural
literacies have begun to map the diversity of material engagements (e.g. Anayatova, 2025; Gristy,
2020; Pendygraft, 2019; Reddy, 2015). | see this as an important area for future research.

Stig-Borje: There has been a rather one-sided focus on reading as a process of subjectification, but |
think that the emerging new (digital) media landscape where reading is practiced in new ways, and
on different digital platforms, has accentuated interest in the materiality of texts and reading. As
literacy scholars such as Thumala Olave (2018) and Burnett et al. (2014) have shown, reading also
involves an objectification process in which the materiality of texts constitutes an important
dimension of reading practices. Despite the emergence of digital book clubs like BookTok, it seems
that the physical book still plays an important role in the construction of reader identities (e.g.
Asplund et al., 2024; Martens et al., 2022).

Mike: In a study of youth digital literacies, parents distinguished between ‘plastic’ digital text and
‘hard copy’ books in hierarchical fashion (Corbett & Vibert, 2013). Books were considered superior
and stable, containing established, trustworthy and age-appropriate disciplinary knowledge. The
quintessential hard-copy form was the school textbook, which was considered a trusted knowledge
container, while text on screens was understood to be ephemeral, mutable and untrustworthy.
Anyone can create it, which is of course true. Given Al deep-fakes, it is hard to disagree.
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Stig-Bérje: That's interesting. Reading is a social practice that involves interacting with texts on a
physical level. We hold and touch books, tablets and smartphones when we read. But we also read
somewhere; meaning that we also must pay attention to the specific material surroundings where
reading occurs, and its significance to people’s reading practices. This is a crucial issue when we are
trying to enhance our understanding of what, how, when, and why rural males read.

A term that | find relevant here, is manualising (Asplund & Goodson, 2022). In my research, rural
males’ reading practices often connect to manual physical work. Rural men tend to read to solve
practical problems linked to their occupations such as forest machine operators, carpenters, or to
hobbies like hunting, fishing and motors. They read manuals, instructions, and content connected
to rural endeavours that they then transform into physical, embodied actions. We call this
manualising, and it seems that this process constitutes a significant element in many rural males’
reading practices.

These reading practices are also embedded in specific social, cultural, historical and material
contexts. In a newly published paper, we show how the process of manualising is a central
dimension in rural males' practical performative reading practices (Asplund et al., 2025). Through
these reading practices, rural males, across generations, construct and reconstruct place-based
knowledge practices that enact and protect a distinct culture, constituting vital elements in the
process of dwelling in the Swedish woodlands. Further, these practical performative reading
practices involve a sense of futurity and embodied motivation in that the men make plans for
future projects during their interactions with texts. Following Burnett et al. (2014) it can be argued
that fragmentation between the material and immaterial emerges in these situations since practical
work is preceded by mental images and visions that emerge during reading (e.g. Asplund et al.,
2025). | think you have made similar reflections, right?

Mike: Yes, these reading practices are linked to literally building, modifying, harvesting, or
constructing, deconstructing, repairing, caring for and employing material phenomena like
machines, buildings, or land. | have spent a lot of time in kitchens and sheds in rural Canada with
men engaged in complex discussions about building which were both instrumental, aesthetic and
often ethical conversations. These discussions are reflections on past work and preliminary
explorations of possible future projects which always incorporate reading. The whole process is
now enhanced by online videos and images.

| think your work could be quite important to reimagining a design-oriented approach to cross-
curricular projects that might incorporate these ways of working and thinking into curriculum. In
North America, manual work has been academically devalued yet simultaneously constructed as
appropriate for marginalised rural populations (Corbett & Ackerson, 2019; Larson, 2024; Marquez,
2024; Power, 2017). | think the manual-mental binary needs to be thoroughly dismantled and | am
impressed that literature study is part of vocational education and training in Sweden. This is not a
new idea, but | think schools in North America have been remarkably slow to address it. Maybe
what we need is some notion of the ‘manulectual,’ that would integrate theory, design, planning,
making, literature, politics, and ethics.

Stig-Bérje: Yes, manualectual literacies, that's an interesting notion. Often the reading of
informational texts, has been associated with boys and men and considered less important
(Scholes, 2021). For example, it has been described as more instrumental, and as a form of reading
practice that lacks emotional dimensions, and therefore, a reading practice that appeals boys and
men more than girls and women.
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Mike: The emotional content of situated literate activity is critical in the New Literacy Studies work
from the 1980s and indeed in most iterations of rural literacies research.

Practicality, Emotion, and Abstraction in Rural Males’ Reading Practices

Stig-Bérje: Kuzmicova and Supa (2024) showed that children are emotionally involved in factual texts
in a variety of ways, and that reading factual text also stimulates their imaginations. | think this
shows that we need to be cautious about the signals relayed to children and young people when
certain reading practices are categorised as less important, or even deficient in elements seen as
important when they may not lack these dimensions at all. This speaks to rural boys and men as
well, of course.

Mike: Kim Donehower (2013) was interested in what she called ‘hyperliterate’ rural men who did a
lot of reading across genres. This reminded me of your work. Donehower writes about how by the
1990s, literacy had come to be defined in terms of preparation for jobs in the knowledge economy,
which is to say, in cities. Donehower was interested in how those who stayed in rural places
constructed their literacy practices and found joy and meaning in these practices.

Stig-Bérje: | agree that we need to be aware of the risk that a one-sided focus on the pragmatic
dimensions in rural males reading practices may consolidate stereotypic norms. Therefore, we
need to understand these reading practices in wider contexts as Donehower and you emphasise. |
have met many rural boys and men who read fiction, and who also read a lot. This is something
that needs more research attention if we want to nuance the stereotypical image of rural males'’
reading practices.

Returning to practical performative reading, there are always elements of imagination and emotion
present. While this type of reading has a utilitarian dimension (i.e. problem solving or skill
development), many rural boys and men read because it is fun and enjoyable (Asplund & Goodson,
2022). Reading does more than fill practical needs or support living a socially, materially and
culturally sustainable life. It is also a social practice through which rural males “embrace irrelevance”
as you have argued (Corbett, 2010b, p. 230). By this | mean that the texts they read are not always
necessary for practical purposes, but they read them anyway, including novels. Often, reading is
about amusement, pleasure, aesthetic experience and appreciation. It is also about community,
place and sense of belonging (Asplund et al., 2025; Azano, 2020; Boyask & Derby, 2025; Donehower,
2013).

Mike: One of the things | have learned from you and Donehower is to question instrumental or
pragmatic view of reading. There is always the pleasure of the text. | think your manualising
argument is a powerful one that focuses on the intellectual and emotional depth of the process of
imagining projects and gathering information to carry them out. | agree that this kind of literate
work is critically important to developing skill sets and abilities to prosper in rural places where
intelligent improvisation, knowledge sharing and complex rural literacies have long been critical to
family and community prosperity (Corbett, 2013; Howley & Howley, 2010).

Stig-Bérje: While reading often emerges as an embodied act among rural males, it often involves
futurity and imagining hypothetical, or forthcoming construction projects. Hence, reading also
becomes an abstract phenomenon that intersects with embodied, practical activities. However,
dominant school narratives about what counts as reading do not accept or embrace the abstract
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work these boys and men already do when they read. They learn that theirs is not the “right” form
of abstraction (because it involves bodily work) - it is not ‘fine’ or cultivated enough.

Mike: Yes, it is considered too practical, too close to necessity (Bourdieu, 1984). I'm still haunted by
an interview | did with a fisherman who reflected on his schooling and said, ‘Il could never
understand the job the teachers wanted me to do there." He was a classic manualiser who had
designed projects and claimed to have critiqued engineers and architects working on job sites. |
don't doubt it. He endured an education system that was incoherent to him and left school at 14 or
15 like most of his peers.

Today virtually all Canadians remain in school to age 17 or 18, yet still it seems that many rural boys
are constructed as a hands-on manual subject (Corbett & Ackerson, 2019). So it is a bit of a self-
fulfilling prophesy that many rural boys become rural men who work with material objects. In the
face of labour shortages in Canada there is a push to get more youth into traditional trades (as well
as into service industry work such as truck driving and elder care) and this focus is squarely on
recent immigrants, rural, working class, and racialised youth. How these developments, along with
the obvious complexities introduced by Al, will impact rural men’s and boys' literacies provide
multiple emerging opportunities for rural literacies research.

Conclusion: Toward a Rural Men's and Boys’ Literacies Research Agenda

In this discussion we raise concerns about how rural boys and men are framed as educational and
literate subjects. We suggest that education scholars and practitioners should recognise how deficit
discourses relating to rurality, masculinity and literacy need to be deconstructed through research
that investigates the actual, multiplistic and situated literacy practices of rural boys and men. We
see an acute risk in stereotyping rural boys and men as disengaged, emotionally stunted,
challenged, or deficient educational/literate subjects, ironically fuelling the very disengagement it
names. The reality of rural abandonment (Hochschild, 2024), spatialised and racialised rural poverty
(Silva, 2022), and deficit labelling plays a role in shaping rural men’s and boys' identities and literacy
practices (Whitten & Azano, 2025) in ways that urgently need research.

To challenge misogyny in the rural “manosphere,” research that confronts the stereotypes about
rural boys and men (e.g. Lafrance et al., 2025) is critical. In our work, we have found that education
and reading play central and important parts in rural boys’ and men’s lives. To take responsibility
for one’s education, to succeed in school, and then to get a job (preferably close to home) are
crucial features of values, pride and maturation passed down in rural communities from one
generation to the next as both academic (Asplund et al., 2025; Hochschild, 2024) and literary
sources have illustrated (Kingsolver, 2022; Stuart, 2026).

Reading is about more than coping in school. It is also the multiplistic and multimodal forms of
situated practice intimately linked to community and a sense of belonging, where reading becomes
a valuable tool that enables the acquisition of knowledge necessary for a meaningful and socially
sustainable rural life. As Donehower (2013), Azano (2020), Corbett, (2010a), and Asplund et al.
(2025) have shown in their work, literacy is not only about the material and the practical; it is also
about enjoyment, community, and flourishing rurally.

While place-attachment and belonging are critical to identity and desire (Anderson, 2023), place is a
slippery and relational concept. The tension between place attachment, mobilities, and
cosmopolitanism (Cuervo & MacPherson, 2024; Cuervo et al., 2019; Malpas, 2009) is precisely what
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we think needs to be carefully theorised, and social class, race, gender, ability and spatial analysis
are entangled and relational dimensions of the task at hand.

Hence, we believe that the reading practices in which rural boys and men invest need to be noticed
and re-assessed as valuable and often complex. Manualising, or manualectual reading practices
discussed above should not be seen as something disconnected from ‘legitimate’ academic
engagements, but as rich educational processes through which the mental and manual are
integrated (Crawford, 2010; Rose, 2005; Sennett, 2009). Therefore, we see a need to acknowledge
the situated reading practices that rural males invest in and remind ourselves as educators and
researchers about how people read different texts with different aims and purposes. If we want
rural places to flourish, schools must find ways to develop place-sensitive education that
acknowledges that rural reading practices are intimately connected to sociohistorical, material and
geographic context (Green & Corbett, 2013).

While many rural working-class boys tend to follow traditionally masculine-coded vocational
education trajectories (Ronnlund et al., 2018), they should not be deprived of the right to be
challenged and develop as readers in school in the same way as their academically oriented peers.
Studying to work in construction, fishing, or forestry should not necessarily preclude the intellectual
challenge of mathematics, natural sciences, the humanities, and reading literature.

Even the most measured and nuanced versions of the contemporary deficit/crisis discourse relating
to the “boy problem” (i.e. Putnam & Reeves, 2025; Reeves, 2022) tends to essentialise boys and men
as a unified group. Reeves and Putnam urgently call for generic solutions such as more boy-friendly
curricula, the revival of gender binary club spaces (like the pre-integration Boy Scouts and YMCA),
and more sports teams. While there may be some value in the revival of such spaces, the focus
here is on compensating for educational and social deficits that follow from a questionable
masculine developmental imaginary.

We question these deficit intersectional literacy-masculinity-rurality discourse(s), and the rush to
generic solutions, and instead, focus on understanding situated and gendered literacy practices to
provide a nuanced mapping of what people do rather than what they fail to do. This work should
raise questions about how particular literacy practices are, or are not, supported and valorised in
public spaces, particularly in educational institutions. These are questions of power.

Rural literacies work also aims to always situate, contextualise and critique, attending to the ways
that rurality continues to be framed in deficit and blamed for things like the election of right-wing
administrations (Hall & Biddle, 2017). Indeed, existing evidence suggests that long-term neglect of
rural areas drives massive right-wing political support in rural areas across different national
contexts (Coquard, 2022; Hochschild, 2024; Mettler & Brown, 2025; Silva, 2022; Valldor, 2025). It is
our view that proactive and thoughtful attention to rural masculinities and literacies that
transcends common deficit framing is critical to safeguarding inclusive democracy.
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