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Table 16 

 

Culled Significant Statements on Telepresence. 

 

 

INDICATOR:  

TELEPRESENCE 

 

 I’ve always been able to get inside the book. 

 Flow in reading is like having a video game control set on your 

head.  

 I can feel myself being part of it kind of. It’s like an outside 

person looking in, kind of like a glass dome.  

 Flow is like a whole other dimension. It’s an alternate world. 

 Certain books like mystery books mainly take me away to that 

setting.  

 Whenever I’m reading books, I’m feeling security, away from 

reality.  

 Flow is like watching a TV episode. 

 Inside my head I can see this other world.  

 Flow is almost like being in a dream, but you are still in the 

world.  

 Flow is basically going into another realm almost where you 

don’t see anything around you. It doesn’t feel like you’re 

reading text. It’s almost like you can reach out and touch this 

other world. It’s almost like you’re a character behind the 

scenes, moving around to see what’s going on in a movie 

where at any time you hear what the people are saying, sort of 

3D.  

 To have that other-world experience is basically the only 

reason I read.  

 You’re living in that world, in the book, like nothing else 

exists . . . like you’re one of the characters. 

 It’s definitely like another world. . . . It’s a different world, but 

there are still aspects like this world in it. 

 That world still exists and goes on in my mind after the book. 

 Afterwards, when I’m done, I feel like I’m being ripped out of 

the book.  

 You are more concerned with what’s happening in the book 

than with what’s happening in your life. It’s confusing when 

you come back. 

 Reading transports me. I can go anywhere. It transports me to 

my own little world. 

 If flow is really good, you will be sucked into the world . . . . 

 

 

The vision of another world, they said, was created by sufficient, vivid description 

and detail; furthermore, they indicated that without enough detail/description the mental 

image was “blurry.” However, after more reading experiences with flow in a book of 
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interest, their minds could “fill in” the missing details/description to create the vision of 

this other world of “ghost people.” They attributed this vision with helping them to 

comprehend the text, compelling them to focus on it, and bringing enjoyment. They also 

credited more advanced books with the creation of a stronger image while reading in flow 

and warned that simpler books were useful to learn to read but would not produce flow 

(Table 17). 
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Table 17 

Culled Significant Statements on Vision. 

 

Subdimension #1 of 

Telepresence:  

Vision 

 

 Flow’s like a movie in my head. 

 I can totally see the characters. I can see totally what’s going 

on. I see settings.  

 If the author’s really descriptive, that helps me have flow. I 

can really picture it if they’re really descriptive I can get into 

it. If they’re not, I can’t get myself submersed in it.  

 Definitely as I got a little older the books became more 

descriptive so I got more into it. . . . Flow helps me imagine, 

visualize things better. 

 I literally picture myself there. 

 When I’m totally engaged in a book, I feel like my mind is 

like a television, and I picture everything that I’m reading. . . . 

It’s like a whole episode. Every chapter is an episode. I think 

when the author puts in detail and words that help me 

visualize exactly what they’re doing, it helps me picture the 

scene. 

 When I’m totally engaged in it, it’s hard for me to skip 

sentences because I want to see what’s happening.  

 As I got older and started reading more advanced books, it 

got more interesting, and I could picture a clearer scene. 

 But when I’m entertained and have flow, I grasp it, and I can 

picture it. And I understand the concept.  

 When I was younger, I experienced it kind of like watching it, 

like a little kid in Wonderland. But now it’s like I feel it. It 

makes reading more enjoyable. 

 You see actions that are happening, a lot more detail than the 

book really describes. Your mind adds details. Detail can help 

you flow unless you are reading a good storyline; then your 

brain automatically does it.  

 It’s like being in a movie theater when you’re all alone in the 

dark or being completely in another world where you don’t 

see things around you. It’s more what you read that you see. 

You don’t see what’s around you. 

 I read every night before I go to bed at least. It replaced 

watching TV. 

 [I need] Enough description to paint that mental image. When 

that world is created, that’s when flow happens. Watching is 

created when the setting is set. 

 Usually the way author writes, a good writing style, makes 

you feel that way. If the author has a choppy writing style, I 

don’t feel like that. A good writing style is smooth, fast, and 

it has a lot of detail so you can see everything. 
 It’s like I’m with the people, like they’re ghost people who I 

watch. 

(continued) 
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Subdimension #1 of 

Telepresence:  

Vision 

 

 I’m not in the story; I’m just watching it happen, an onlooker. 

I feel complete, part of the story. 

 Reading the words I can see it in my mind, but if it’s 

something I can relate to,  then it’s like I see myself in it, and 

it’s like I’m living it. I can see the sentences and use those 

words. 

 I could only barely see what the characters looked like when I 

first started reading. Now my mind is creating almost the 

whole story line and details. I love their adjectives; they feel 

almost tangible. They’re so vivid that it feels like you’re 

there. 

 A lot of details causes it. If a writer instead of saying she had 

a red hat on said she had a crimson hat on or they would use 

really descriptive words, it would help you feel better there. 

You see that world in your mind. . . . You see it like in a 

room watching it happen. 

 The description pulls me in. I can see this world. The bigger 

books kind of got me because they’re more descriptive.  

 It’s like a blurry mental picture if not enough details.  

 

  

 From this vision, students experienced empathy while in flow, some even to the 

point of mimicking the physical movements of the characters. They mentioned that the 

more they liked the book, the easier it was to become the character and to empathize with 

his/her emotions, to actually feel those same sensations. Indicating identification and 

empathy, one said she became “one with the character” as she was in this other world 

experience and felt the emotions of the character: happy, sad, tense, embarrassed, etc. 

Point of view, several cited, was a significant factor in the flow experience of empathy:  

Point of view “makes a different experience,” one said. First-person point of view led to 

more empathy than third-person, in which they were more likely to be observers 

“watching.”  Participants indicated that as they developed as a reader in flow, they moved 

from observing to empathizing, a more participatory experience. They credited their 

experience in telepresence with increasing their abilities to empathize with the characters. 

Several discussed the importance of relating to the characters in some way so that they 



 95 

 

felt “connected.” One further asserted that the empathetic experience crossed over into 

her daily life in reality by helping her to understand people. Two commented on their 

creative capacities increasing because of experiencing different points of view. Two 

others warned of the potential pitfall of too strong an empathetic experience, which could 

lead to an unrealistic view of life events and even negatively affect the reader’s daily 

emotions: “It can mess with your mind if you think the book is how it’s going to be” and 

“I can’t read sad books because it makes me really sad and not a fun person!” However, 

they maximized the importance of empathy in flow: One stated, “I had been moved by 

the emotions in the book so much it had felt real. That experience was what really got me 

into reading on my own. I feel what they feel” (Table 18). 

Interestingly enough, not only do these participants reference identification and 

empathy, but also physical responses to telepresence in flow – to the point of physical 

imitation. Reminiscent of mirror neuron activation, participants confessed, usually 

humorously, that during telepresence, they “start making faces and everything, like I’m 

one of the characters (laughs)” and that others “always laugh at my face because I’m 

always so engaged!  My body is so tense (laughs).” Another said, “I am one of the actors 

. . . feeling and moving like the character . . . .”   Echoing that sentiment, one participant 

stated, “I’m that person, the narrator of the book. My dad asks, ‘What are you doing?,’ 

looking at my facial expressions while reading! (laughs).” Indicating strong identification 

and empathy, one laughed, “I can see the other world, and it’s kind of funny: if the author 

decides to have the character put their finger on their nose, I might do that myself!” Not 

only is this vision triggering identification to the point of empathy, but also instigating 

outward movement and expressions imitating the characters and events, quite possibly 

the result of mirror neuron activation. 
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Table 18 

 

Culled Significant Statements on Empathy. 

 
 

Subdimension #2 of 

Telepresence: 

Empathy 

 

 [I feel] excitement, sometimes nervousness if a character is 

about to do something that could get them killed on something. 

I feel what the character’s feeling. If I like the book more, I’ll 

be the character. If I’m just reading it, I’m watching it. 

 I think whenever I first just started experiencing it, it was like a 

movie just playing. But I started reading more and became a 

better reader; it became more intense. I could feel what the 

character’s feeling. It depends on the character – a good strong 

character or a villain that I like – I feel with them. But if it’s 

just a supporting character, I’m like – whatever.  

 You become focused and feel one with the character watching 

whether it be a play 3
rd

 or 1
st
 [person] character. With 3

rd
 

person you feel like you’re an audience watching. First-person 

makes you feel one with the character. . . . The point of view 

makes a different experience. 

 Sometimes you watch it; sometimes you are in it. It depends 

on the point of view. If it’s first person, you see it as the main 

character would, but if it’s multiple points of view, you see it 

overall.  

 I can see the stuff happening in my head. I start making faces 

and everything like I’m one of the characters! (laughs) 

 They always laugh at my face because I’m always so engaged!  

My body is so tense. (laughs)   

  I am one of the actors and my surroundings are the 

surroundings in the book. I would be feeling and moving like 

the character is in the book.  

 I can see the other world and it’s kind of funny: if the author 

decides to have the character put their finger on their nose, I 

might do that myself! (laughs) 

  I’m that person, the narrator of the book. My dad asks, “What 

are you doing?,” looking at my facial expressions while 

reading. (laughs) 

  My dad says I look mad when I read because I concentrate a 

lot!  I do like this! (squints and laughs) 

 I’ve become a little more creative because of flow because of 

paying so much attention and feeling what the character’s 

feeling. I can kind of like – I don’t want to say become another 

person because that’s multiple personality disorder – but it’s 

like the act so all that reading becomes easier for me to 

become the character I need to be. 

 Sometimes I imagine myself in the story, which helps flow.  

 I feel like I don’t want to stop when I’m reading, like I’m in 

the book and I’m a character  . . . . 
 

(continued) 
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Subdimension #2 of 

Telepresence: 

Empathy 

 

 

 I’m very empathetic to it. If someone’s sick I’ll feel sympathy 

for that person. If they’re in pain. I feel for them. 

 When I was younger, I experienced it kind of like watching it, 

like a little kid in Wonderland. But now it’s like I feel it. 

 You’re in that person’s life. You connect: that’s kind of like 

me. You feel connected to them. I like first-person, not third-

person with everyone’s thoughts because you don’t feel 

connected to them. I do like books where every chapter is a 

new person, but it’s still first-person. I feel with the characters. 

I tend to be connected to the characters, but now I tend to be a 

little separated by telling myself this is NOT real! . . . I want to 

have a great love . . . It can mess with your mind if you think 

the book is how it’s going to be.  

 I had been moved by the emotions in the book so much it had 

felt real. That experience was what really got me into reading 

on my own. I feel what they feel. Sometimes I can separate my 

own feelings like when I feel bad for them or like don’t do 

that, embarrassed. I can pull away from it at that point. 

 It helps you to put yourself in other people’s shoes in actual 

reality to see how they feel. 

 You will feel what they feel and be put in their place. You 

understand why they would do certain stuff because you are 

sorta like them. 

  [Struggling readers] need to get a book they can put their life 

into. Think about their lifestory, like if their parents are getting 

divorced. That’s how I first got into it. I got a book on my 

parents getting divorced.  

  I’m a 3
rd

 person party, all knowing, in this world. Like if there 

is a conversation from the description the book gives me, I’ll 

switch from characters. 

 

   

 Further, time is transformed during telepresence. One stated, “You lose track of 

time because you’re in another life almost. You’re in that person’s life.” Another said in 

his estimation that if the book is good and “you can paint that mental picture, time goes 

really fast.” Participants referenced the transformation in both directions, that is, the 

slowing or speeding up of time when in flow. Others asserted that “time doesn’t exist till 

I put the book down” and “time stops. The world stops spinning.” One said he was “not 

in a time zone; it just goes by me” while in flow. Another credited his enjoyment during 

telepresence as the reason for the transformation of time (Table 19). 
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Table 19  

Culled Significant Statements on Transformation of Time. 

 

 

Subdimension #3 of 

Telepresence:  

Time 

 

 You lose track of time because you’re in another life almost. You’re in 

that person’s life. You don’t think about time. If you think about time, it 

goes by really, really slowly. But you’re not thinking about it, so it goes 

by fast. 

 Time speeds up when I’m reading. 

 Time slows down [during flow]. 

 Time doesn’t exist till I put the book down. 

 There is no time in that experience. Time stops. The world stops 

spinning. 

 I’m not in a time zone; it just goes by me. 

 Time goes a lot faster especially when you’re reading a good book and 

you paint that mental picture. Every time you read it just keeps on 

building. Usually if the book’s not so great, time is slow, but if it’s good 

and you can paint that mental picture, time goes really fast. 

 I go into my own little world, and it’s really fun. Time goes by so fast. 

 

 

 Finally, focused attention was a strong component of the compelling experience 

of telepresence. The vision appeared to create the focus as seen in the comment “I’m so 

focused on the story, it’s hard to focus in on something else.” During this vision, “sounds 

are quieted” “like background music” and “the book becomes the main focus.” One 

student said he was “zone[d] out”; another said he was “zoned in.” And although they 

could “hear the world” around them, they were not “listening.” One captured the essence 

of focus with the comment, “It’s just me and the book.” Many mentioned getting into 

trouble with parents and teachers because of the total focus while reading, sometimes 

when they were supposed to be doing chores or schoolwork. In fact, one student 

described someone’s trying to get his attention while reading like an “invasion.” The 

attention is so strong that “everything else around me is a blank” and so absorbing that 

one compared it to “drowning in words” and self-submersion, an experience that “is like 

what you feel when you’re underwater and you’re just going with the flow” (Table 20). 
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Table 20 

 

Culled Significant Statements on Attention. 

 
 

Subdimension #4 of 

Telepresence:  

Attention 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Flow is like nothing else is going on around me. It’s just me 

and the book. If something around me is loud, it make take my 

attention [away from the book], but normally no. 

 I didn’t have any idea of my surroundings to even answer that 

question. I was so into the book that I didn’t know what I was 

doing. I hear what’s going on around me . . . . 

 I kind of like zone out and not pay attention to what’s going on 

around me. Like just now in 3
rd

 period, I was reading; he was 

calling on me like five times to read something in our book, 

and I was so not paying attention. Flow gets me in trouble 

sometimes!  
 When I read, I want all my attention on the book. I don’t want 

it on anything else around me; I just want it on the book.  

 I can’t really flow if it is noisy around. I can have other people 

around but not a big crowd.  

 I was just sitting there and reading and didn’t hear [my mom]. 

She had to come up and tap me and get my attention. I could 

hear this world, but I wasn’t listening.  

 When I’m into a good book, it usually becomes where sounds 

around me are quieted, and you might have to say something a 

couple of times to get my attention. The book becomes my 

main focus.  

 You become focused. . . . I can hear people around me but I 

don’t realize they’re talking to me. It’s like background music. 

 Flow is like - I’m a history guy so – China in the 1900s to the 

world. . . they’re so zoned in in what’s going on in their 

country that [nothing around them] bother[s] them. They keep 

living their same lifestyle. WWI WWII that didn’t change till 

the invasion of Japan. That’s like someone having to come in 

and actually shake you to wake you up!  . . . You’re around 

everyone, but it doesn’t faze you.  

 I get caught up in the story [says this twice]. If it’s a book I 

like, I’m not aware, even if I’m in a group. 

 Everything else around me is blank. I don’t know anything else 

but that book. My reality is . . . I’m so focused in on the story 

it’s hard to focus in on something else. 

 Being in flow is like being on the 18
th
 hole with all the 

pressure on you where you have to make the shot in order to 

help your team win . . . You’re just about to swing. You’re 

feeling nervous, anxious, but real excited - totally focused. 

 Flow is like what you feel when you’re underwater and you’re 

just going with the flow. The book itself is carrying you 

through it.  
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Consequences of Flow 

 

Three themes emerged under consequences: reading comprehension/skills, 

enjoyment, and creativity. Students credited flow for increased reading comprehension; 

one stated that when she has “flow, I grasp it, and I can picture it. And I understand the 

concept.” Another said that it caused her to “think . . . more deeply” as well as built 

reading stamina and retention of material. Although several referenced increased reading 

speed and comprehension as a result of flow, more than one noted that they did not want 

a challenge to their reading level during independent reading. “If it challenges my reading 

level, I don’t actually like the book . . . .” They did not want to have to “think or ponder 

about it.” However, they said that if they were reading a difficult book, they could get 

through it because flow “carried them through.” In other words, flow aided in 

understanding the text, increasing reading speed, retaining material, learning new 

vocabulary, and building reading stamina (Table 21). 
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Table 21 

Culled Significant Statements on Comprehension. 

 

CONSEQUENCE #1: 

Comprehension 

 

 I think that if wasn’t for flow I would not understand reading. I can if 

I’m reading a textbook or something I find boring, I don’t have flow. 

It doesn’t go in my mind. It goes in one ear and out the other. I don’t 

fully understand it. But when I’m entertained and have flow, I grasp 

it, and I can picture it. And I understand the concept.  

 Flow helps me think about stuff more deeply, get more into things. I 

used to if I did not like the first chapter of a book I would stop 

reading it. Now I read more to see if I might like it.  

 You have to read in your mind or [flow] doesn’t happen. I hear a 

voice that is not consciously heard. 

 You start out reading what your level should be, and then you grow. 

And the stories get more interesting, and they add more detail, and 

they add more challenging comprehension to it. That has increased 

my flow. I read beyond my level sometimes. 

 Whenever I started fluent reading, maybe 4
th

 grade, into the bigger 

books, not picture books, is when I started flow. The picture books 

are just designed to teach you how to read, more on observation, 

while the other books are engulfed in the story. 

 One of my interests in reading is that I don’t want a book that is so 

hard I can’t understand it. If it challenges my reading level, I don’t a 

actually like the book. I can understand almost everything I read. I 

like reading a book that doesn’t challenge me at all without having to 

think or ponder about it.  

 I can pick up a book, and if I read it I can tell you the main details of 

it now. But if you ask me before the end of 6
th

 grade, I can’t tell you 

anything about it because I wasn’t into it. I retain if I’m into the 

book. 

 Usually I used to give up if I wasn’t into the book in the first couple 

of pages. But now I’ll keep on reading, and I get into a lot more 

books. I feel like flow has made me smarter.  

 If I see a word the first time and I read it and then see it in class, I’ll 

remember it from the book. 

 I’m a little quieter when I’m done reading. The book is still 

processing into my brain. I’m still thinking about it. How could that 

happen to that person? 

 When you paint that mental picture, it puts everything in context. 

You use that context to help with vocab. 

 [My English teacher] gets onto me for how fast I read! 

 You don’t have to think about it unless it’s one of those weird old 

books with the hard language . . . . !  [Flow] just carries you through 

it. You don’t have to think, what are they saying?  What do they 

mean? . . . . Subconsciously you’re getting the message that it’s 

trying to tell you. When I overthink things, I get confused. 
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Another consequence, the theme of enjoyment, indicated the autotelic nature of 

flow: Several labeled flow in reading as an “addiction.” An autotelic experience, 

according to Csikszentmihalyi (1990), is one that is so enjoyable that the participant has 

the motivation to return and experience the feeling once again. One participant said, “I 

feel left out after flow, like I’m wanting more, wishing there was a sequel. It’s like a TV 

that just shuts off.” They said that flow made them want to read more and repeat the 

experience. Moreover, several said that flow in reading calmed them down and was an 

“escape” from reality. They mentioned feelings of happiness and fun while in flow. 

However, one said that reading did not begin that way for her and was originally a 

“challenge” until she began to emulate adults around her who “enjoyed reading.” Then 

she said she began “to roll with it.” Another said that before flow, reading was 

“drudgery.” After experiencing flow, they had a very different feeling, an autotelic one, 

characterized by “You just don’t want to put the book down” (Table 22). 
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Table 22 

 

Culled Significant Statements on Enjoyment. 

 
 

CONSEQUENCE  

#2: 

Enjoyment 

 

 You get feelings of happiness because you basically are away 

from reality. Happiness would be the greatest feeling from 

flow. 

 Flow is like escaping reality.  

 I find books more entertaining because of flow.  

 [Reading] is just so fun! 

 . . . I really like reading now! 

 Flow makes me feel good, like carefree, no worries, like an 

escape. 

 It’s relaxing. 

 It makes me want to read a lot more. . . .You just don’t want to 

put the book down. It’s almost like you’re addicted to the 

book. 

 I enjoy reading more with flow. If flow isn’t there, I don’t 

want to read.  

 I like to read when I’m stressed. It calms me down. 

 I used to dread reading and Sparknote everything and just get 

through a book and be done with it unless it was a joy reading 

book that I wanted to read on my own. Now I can read any 

books my teachers tell me to read and enjoy them. 

 So starting off reading, it was a challenge for me because I was 

struggling, pushing to get to the next page. But having teachers 

and other people who enjoyed reading around me, I could also 

just pick up on reading and start rolling with it and read a lot 

more. 

 I love reading. It’s like no other feeling. 

 Just find something you really enjoy – topic or subject - and it 

comes almost natural. 

I’ve never been a big reading fan before flow. Now it’s very 

addictive. Once you experience you want to go back and do it 

again. It’s changed my perspective on reading. 

 

 

 The final theme as a consequence of flow was increased creativity and possible 

subconscious activation. They said that they became more creative and compared it to art 

and music. They said they became more creative not only in literature, but also in art and 

in imagination in general. Further, they mentioned the “effortless” nature of flow, 

indicating a possible subconscious component of it. Interestingly, nearly one-half 

mentioned the similarity between flow and dreams, and all but two had early literacy 
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experiences of being read to before bedtime, right before sleeping and dreaming. One 

participant proposed this tentative connection: “It’s sort of like having a lucid dream. I 

was read to with different stories before I went to sleep. This could lead to dreaming of 

the story, so maybe flow while you are reading is a type of dream?” 
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Table 23 

Culled Significant Statements on Creativity. 

 

CONSEQUENCE 

#3: 

Creativity 

 

 Flow helps me imagine, visualize things better.  

 I’ve become a little more creative because of flow . . . .  

 You can’t make it go where you want to go. It’s like a dream. 

Some people can control their dreams like if you’re in the 

movie Inception, but sometimes you have no control over what 

you’re dreaming about. 

 Every night my mom would read to me. Sometimes my dad 

would. They would encourage me to imagine what was 

happening. When I was little, they would read me crazy books 

like Winnie the Pooh, things that could not happen, and I think 

that helped my imagination. 

 Flow is almost like being in a dream, but you are still in the 

world.  

 It’s sort of like having a lucid dream. I was read to with 

different stories before I went to sleep. This could lead to 

dreaming of the story, and so maybe flow while you are 

reading is a type of dream? 

 Reading is like listening to music. When you’re listening to 

music, it gives me ideas and stuff. When I’m reading, it’s like, 

“that’s clever,” like when a character does something. It’s like 

you’re going with it, not controlling it, and brings new ideas -  

ideas for if I were ever to write a book. It stimulates creativity. 

 Flow is like drawing. When I draw, I let my mind go blank, 

and some of the best pictures is [sic]when I’m thinking of 

totally different things,  I’m not thinking about drawing. And 

reading when I’m thinking about the other person’s point of 

view, you feel it more and understand it more because you can 

actually see yourself thinking that. That’s how I do with art. 

You don’t have to think. I’m watching it almost like a movie. 

You have it in your mind and you’re watching it. It’s 

effortless.  

 It helps build my imagination. I like to draw, and when I read 

stuff, it inspires me to draw things and paint. When the book is 

really descriptive, I can almost see the scenes in my mind. And 

so I can go draw it or paint it inspired by the book’s 

vocabulary.  

 My mom read to me before bedtime. Me and my mom [sic] 

played pretend a lot. 

 

 

Trustworthiness Through Member and Peer Checking  

 

The findings were confirmed through member checking, accomplished in small 

focus groups of participants, and by the ABD doctoral student who read over the research 
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results and conclusions. The small focus groups confirmed the themes and emphasized 

the importance of interest in particular as the main antecedent. They further added 

comments on the types of genre that produced flow. They agreed that they could flow in 

not only narrative text (fiction and nonfiction, such as biographies and history accounts) 

but also in informational nonfiction texts, like magazines and golf instructional manuals. 

They emphasized that interest was the key. Furthermore, in following up on the possible 

connection between the reading before sleep as children and the flow experience, the 

researcher asked if they had a time of day in which flow was easier to achieve. They had 

a variety of answers that ranged from morning, afternoon, before bedtime, and late at 

night. Approximately one-third said that they could flow any time of day. However, they 

all agreed that they flowed better when they were not too tired because they could focus 

better, which could be in the morning for some and evening for others, depending on that 

student’s biological clock and activities perhaps. They also indicated that flow came 

more easily when they were relaxed. Interestingly, no matter what time of day they said 

they could flow better, they almost all said they typically read at night. 

The doctoral student who peer checked agreed with the findings, in particular the 

results regarding mirror neuron activation, a topic on which she had focused recently in 

the field of art. On the other hand, she questioned any possible correlation between social 

literacy contracts occurring before sleep and the participants’ descriptions of flow as a 

“dream” and wondered if the correlation was incidental and related to the brain’s 

activation during flow. Perhaps, she speculated, the part of the brain activated during 

flow is merely related to the part of the brain activated during sleep and dreams. The 

question has not been removed from recommendations for further study because the 

participants themselves felt as though it were a connection worth investigating. In fact, 
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one of the participants himself first made this tentative suggestion during the interview.  

Summary 

This mixed method methods research study attempted to explore these research 

questions: 

1. How is flow in literacy (independent reading) experienced? 

The theme of telepresence was the dominant response from participants, which 

seemed to arise from a mental vision with which the participant felt empathy and was 

totally focused on. Moreover, the vision was so compelling that he/she felt a loss of 

awareness from reality, and a transformation of time resulted. This experience is more 

likely to occur when the participant is in a relaxed state of mind but not too tired, 

whatever time of day that might be for that individual. Though classic flow theory does 

not differentiate between indicators, antecedents, and consequences, integrating the 

qualitized results of the modified FSS-2 additionally confirmed the dimensions of loss of 

self-awareness, focused attention, telepresence, vision, empathy, and transformation of 

time.  

2. How do students describe the antecedents of flow in independent reading? 

They describe interest as the predominant antecedent accompanied by the need 

for a structured, quiet environment. They almost all shared social literacy contracts in 

their past literacy histories as young children. Moreover, the integrated results tentatively 

confirmed the dimensions of the balance of challenge-skill and automaticity, though the 

items need rewording to fit reading, as seen in the participants’ confusion. 

3. How do students describe the consequences of flow in independent reading? 

They described the consequences of flow as greater reading comprehension, 

including vocabulary; enjoyment to the point of being motivated to return to the activity; 
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and increased creativity. The integrated results also confirmed enjoyment, the autotelic 

quality of flow to motivate a repeat of the activity. 
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Chapter 5:  Discussion 

Overview 

This quan>Qual study uncovered seven themes in response to the research 

questions: three themes about antecedents of flow in reading (interest, isolation, and 

family literacy contracts); one theme about an indicator of flow (telepresence) with four 

subdimensions (vision, empathy, transformation of time, and concentration); and three 

about consequences of the reading experience in flow (reading comprehension, 

enjoyment, and creativity). (Figure 4.) 

 

 

Figure 4. Model of Flow in Reading. 

 

 

Moreover, there are indications that the classic theory of flow and the general 

FSS-2 might need significant modification to fit flow in reading as a hedonic, leisure 

activity. Several of the categories in the traditional flow theory could not be confirmed 

with this group’s responses: clear goals, feedback, and control. In fact, participant 
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interviews disconfirmed these three. The disagreement most likely revolves around the 

conflicting nature of a hedonic activity versus a goal-oriented task. A goal-oriented 

activity would require goals, control, and feedback; conversely, a leisure activity, by its 

very nature, will “carry” and “submerge” the participant, according to those interviewed. 

One summarized it in a simile:  “Flow in reading is like a box of chocolates . . . . You 

don’t really know what is going to happen.”   

Around two other dimensions, challenge-skill balance and automaticity, 

participants expressed some confusion when asked directly about the two dimensions. On 

the other hand, interestingly, their comments on flow in general confirmed these two 

dimensions. Most likely the conclusion could be made that the wording of the questions 

on these two dimensions might need to be tailored to reading to help participants make 

application. Perhaps using the wording from the participants’ interview responses to 

create specific survey questions for flow in reading might help, such as “natural” and 

“automatic” to describe the reading process in measuring automaticity and appropriate 

“reading level,” “advanced” texts, or “complex” vocabulary in measuring balance of 

challenge and skill. 

Furthermore, three alternate dimensions need to be studied further and considered 

for addition to flow theory in reading as dimensions or subdimensions: telepresence 

(already confirmed in internet contexts by Guo, 2004), vision, and empathy. These three 

were confirmed as strong aspects of flow in reading by the interview responses of 

participants in data integration.  

Textural Description 

 The textual description of the experience is that flow in reading is experienced as 

a natural result of seeing an alternate world created by the text. This vision produces 
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empathy to the point of imitation, sometimes emotional and/or physical, perhaps the 

result of the activation of the mirror neuron system (Gallese, 2001). Flow in reading 

brings total focus on the vision and transforms time. Loss of self-awareness, a classic 

dimension confirmed in the online survey but not mentioned directly in the interviews, is 

most likely subsumed as part of the reality that disappears in telepresence. Flow increases 

reading abilities, brings enjoyment to the point of motivation to repeat the behavior, and 

produces creativity. 

Structural Description 

 The structural description is that flow in reading occurs when a reader has a book 

in his/her interest, is undisturbed (alone), and has had early social literacy experiences. 

The early literacy experiences were typically within the family and before sleep, a state 

of relaxation; interestingly, the participants described reading as “relaxing” and 

“calm[ing].” The genre and reading level appear to be significant in creating interest 

within the reader. Finally, telepresence, the main indicator of flow, is created by 

activation of the mirror neuron system most likely since vision, empathy, and imitation 

were all evidenced in the interview responses, all three indicators of this system 

activation.  

Metaphor 

One participant mentioned the metaphor of a river to describe flow. Elaborating 

on this metaphor, the study indicates that flow in reading is like a river that carries a 

solitary reader to another landscape, a new river bank from which the reader can emerge 

and enter that new, timeless world. The reader’s entry into this river comes from 

watching others ride the river and curiosity. His/her emergence from this passage into the 

contact with this new world brings enjoyment and awareness of another way of life. The 
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fascinating discoveries in this landscape enrich the reader as a person and return with 

him/her when the reader travels back upstream to his/her home. 

Essence 

The essence of the flow experience in independent reading is that it is a 

captivating, imaginative experience that creates for the reader a timeless alternate 

dimension with which the reader empathizes; it is born out of interest and isolation, 

though paradoxically rooted in a past history of social contexts, and brings enjoyment, 

comprehension, and creativity. 

Conclusions 

 The integrated conclusions of this mixed methods research study were two-fold. 

First, the classic theory of flow does not quite fit flow in independent reading nor does 

the general long FSS-2 online survey because it attempts to measure dimensions 

disconfirmed for the domain of reading. Though the creators of the general FSS-2 assert 

that it is able to measure flow in a variety of contexts, this study did not find that premise 

to be true in the domain of reading. Specifically, the dimensions of clear goals, feedback, 

and control were disconfirmed through the interviews. The items measuring two other 

dimensions, balance of challenge-skill and automaticity, though questioned by 

participants, most likely just need rewording on the survey to fit flow in reading and 

might possibly be a fit. Furthermore, the dimensions of enjoyment, transformation of 

time and place (telepresence), loss of self-awareness, vision, and empathy were 

confirmed. New to classic flow theory, telepresence, vision, and empathy should be 

considered as possible dimensions/subdimensions of flow and possibly incorporated into 

a flow scale for reading, similar to the flow scale for internet experiences, the Internet 

Flow Scale (IFS), created by Guo (2004). 
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 The second conclusion is that a theory of flow in independent reading can be 

developed. First, flow in reading appears to have certain antecedents. Though the 

researcher intended this study to be exploratory and did not intend to develop a tentative 

theory of flow in reading, after interviewing more than twice as many participants as 

originally planned (21 instead of eight), categorical saturation was reached. The same 

answers began to show again and again with no new information. The most dominant 

antecedent uncovered was interest, which included genre/series/author preference and 

curiosity/novelty. Instructors of literacy should focus on connecting readers with genres 

that the readers find relevant and interesting. Moreover, once readers find a genre, series, 

or author they like, they should be encouraged to read on in that field until they reach 

“escape velocity,” as one participant predicted.  

Two other antecedents emerged, which were paradoxical: isolation and social 

literacy contracts. Students needed to be in environments with few distractions in order to 

experience flow. It could be a library or classroom; however, the environment needed to 

be structured and fairly quiet so that the reader had the sense of isolation, which 

promoted focus and attention. One caveat several participants mentioned was that they 

did not experience flow during read-alouds and even found them irritating. This popular 

instructional technique in the classroom needs to be balanced with quiet individual 

reading and might actually be working against encouraging individual reading pleasure. 

Conversely, to enter flow, adolescents need to have had rich social events around literacy 

in their early reading experiences. The significance of early reading in a social 

environment seemed to be particularly salient. All the participants but one had memories 

of family members reading aloud to them. This fact is of particular importance to those 

promoting literacy to parents of preschoolers and early elementary-age children. 
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However, the participants were very specific that they did not experience flow then. Flow 

came along later as they became more fluent readers and had more interesting, 

“advanced” books to read without adult assistance. Thus, the shift to individual reading 

of more complex texts must be encouraged as students gain proficiency in reading. 

Finally, all but two participants cited these experiences with reading in early childhood as 

occurring right before sleep and, interestingly, one-fourth of them directly compared flow 

in reading to a “dream.” Others said it was “relaxing” and an “escape,” dream-like 

qualities. More study on the presence of a possible correlation needs to be done between 

flow in reading and the time of day that read-alouds are done in early childhood. 

The indicator of flow, telepresence, had four subdimensions when the alternate 

dimension was created: vision, empathy, transformation of time, and focused attention. 

During flow readers saw the world the text created and credited the author’s description 

and details with creating that world visually. Although readers wanted complete 

description for flow to occur, they did say that their minds gained the ability to fill in 

incomplete details as they experienced flow over time. Their imaginative, creative 

powers increased through experiencing flow. Perhaps this ability of filling in missing 

visual details is rooted in the closure principle of Gestalt theory (Humphrey, 1924). 

Further, another subdimension of telepresence, empathy with the characters in 

that world, occurred during flow. Point of view was pivotal in the experience of empathy; 

most preferred first-person point of view. Also, having more repeated flow experiences in 

reading increased the reader’s empathy. The ability to empathize developed with time in 

flow as did their creative powers for visualization, mentioned earlier. Empathy grew so 

intense at times that the mirror neuron system was activated, and physical mimicking 

occurred of facial expressions and body movements (Gallese, 2001). The reader’s point 



 115 

 

of view and understanding of life was impacted; thus, the alternate world crossed over 

into the real world of the reader when he/she returned. Theoretically, according to Freud 

(1926), this result is expected because empathy that is the gateway to “the existence of 

psychic life other than our own” (p. 104) and the enablement to “take up any attitude at 

all towards another mental life” (Freud, 1921, p. 110).  

The vision of another world was so compelling that the reader’s sense of time is 

transformed and the vision became the center of attention, the last two subdimensions. 

The reality of the alternate world became more vivid than the world of reality; thus, the 

readers focused on the vision and lost a sense of reality, which possibly includes a sense 

of self-awareness and time. This aspect of the experience could explain the many 

comments on reading being an escape. 

The significance of telepresence for instructors in literacy is that there could be 

four subdimensions to indicate flow. A teacher might consider sifting through a student’s 

comments, journaling, and or talking for these indicators. If the reader mentions seeing 

another world or feeling with the character or is surprised at how quickly time passed or 

is totally focused on reading to the point that he/she does not hear others, then possibly 

flow is occurring. If a student shows empathetic facial expressions or body movements, 

then he/she could be experiencing flow. These signs could potentially assist a literacy 

instructor or parent in assessing a reader’s experience; however, these are initial findings 

that need further study. 

Finally, there are three consequences of flow in reading that might be significant 

to literacy instructors: an increase in reading comprehension, enjoyment, and creativity. 

The first, an increase in reading comprehension, includes understanding the text, 

increasing reading speed, retaining material, learning new vocabulary, and building 
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reading stamina. In particular, when frustrated by a complex or uninteresting text, 

students who had experienced flow believed they had more endurance to explore the text 

a little longer. Furthermore, reading comprehension reportedly increased, perhaps due to 

the activation of the mirror neuron system. Because the mirror neuron system has 

plasticity, new mental experiences can create more sophisticated cognition in interpreting 

others’ actions, feelings, and intentions in differing societal contexts (Gallese, 2007; 

Fonagy, 2003; Fonagy et al., 2002). Thus, understanding of varying perspectives could 

grow and reading comprehension could possibly increase.  

The second consequence, enjoyment, leads to reading’s becoming an autotelic 

experience, one that readers are motivated to repeat. According to Csikszentmihalyi 

(1990), the autotelic nature of flow can change the reading experience from drudgery into 

an enjoyable activity. Even observing those who enjoy reading can lead to flow; 

therefore, teachers’ modeling reading for pleasure seemed to play a part in literacy 

instruction. The enjoyment from flow in reading was perceived as producing relaxation, 

calmness, and reduction of personal stress. According to Csikszentmihalyi (1996), these 

feelings occur as the self becomes more ordered through flow.  

Last of all, the third consequence is increased creativity that might carry over to 

other domains. This last consequence can perhaps be explained by Csikszentmihalyi’s 

(1990, 1997) research on the autotelic personality, which is a personality whose 

disposition allows him/her to experience flow more easily in different contexts. The 

autotelic personality can be measured by its own separate test, the Dispositional Flow 

State (DFS-2). Perhaps the autotelic personality is inborn or perhaps it is developed by 

flow experiences. More research needs to be done in this area. 
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Limitations 

 

 The limitations of the study lay in the number of participants. Though the number 

was large for a phenomenological study (23 participants), a larger number of participants 

combined with quantitative methodology and analysis would yield greater reliability and 

validity of the newly proposed dimensions to flow theory and the need to remove several 

dimensions. Moreover, though the participant population reflected the local population’s 

ethnicity (38% minorities) and socioeconomic status (20% free/reduced lunch), it did not 

reflect it in gender (38% male/62% female) or in level of English courses (76% honors 

level/24% general track). There is a question if the male population were a larger 

percentage and/or if more students were from non-honors courses if the results would 

have been similar. These limitations open up new areas for future research.  

Implications and Recommendations 

 The implications of this study fall in the area of literacy instruction and research 

primarily. In the area of instruction, teachers/parents must target matching students with 

books that interest them and encourage readers to stay with a genre/series/author until the 

reader can cross over to others of similar style. Literacy instructors in school must 

provide a disciplined, quiet atmosphere so that flow in reading can occur in an isolated-

like setting; parents should provide quiet contexts likewise for reading. Both must spend 

time reading aloud when the child is young but should be cautious about overusing the 

read-aloud once he/she has developed fluency. Perhaps there is significance in reading 

before sleep. Moreover, literacy instructors can look for telepresence as an indicator of 

flow in reading by examining comments/writings for vision of another world, empathy, 

transformation of time, and focused attention to the point of not responding to external 

stimuli promptly. One particular indicator of empathy would be mimicking of facial 



 118 

 

expressions and/or body movements. Finally, to encourage instructors of literacy, 

students will desire to repeat the experience and gain comprehension and creativity. If 

this is true, time spent reading and reading scores should rise as well as the Creativity 

Quotient (CQ). 

 In the field of research, the implications of this study are primarily theoretical. 

First, the theory of flow must be modified to measure flow in reading by incorporating 

telepresence, vision, and empathy and possibly removing clear goals, feedback, and 

control as dimensions. This tentative theory needs to be tested by quantitative means. 

Second, to do this, a reading scale to measure flow should be developed with the addition 

of these new dimensions to classic flow theory (telepresence, vision, and empathy) and 

further testing of the three nonconfirmed dimensions (goals, feedback, and control). The 

subsequent scale should be tested for validation and reliability. 

Other implications of this research study are indicative of the need for further 

research. First, more study should be done on the balance of read-alouds in the classroom 

with individual reading and the point in which an instructor should switch a student over 

to reading alone. Second, research should be done on the possible correlation between 

reading before sleep as a child and the later description of flow as a dream. The question 

arises if the time of day in which a child was read to affected the reader’s later ability to 

flow. Third, further research should be done on the activation of the mirror neuron system 

and flow in reading. Fourth, the possibility of the operation of the closure principle from 

Gestalt theory in the imagination’s filling in of missing visual details during flow needs 

exploration and study. Last, quantitative studies assessing increase in reading 

comprehension, time spent reading, and creativity should be carried out to measure 

quantitatively flow’s impact on reading.
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Summary 

 Flow theory has the potential to impact student reading and possibly reading 

achievement. Consequently, the application of this theory in the classroom on a daily 

basis could change teacher instruction in literacy. More study needs to be done to answer 

the many lingering questions about the application of flow theory to the domain of  

independent reading and the role of the literacy coach within that shifting framework. 
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(Jill Brown et al., 2006) 

 

1. Please tell me a bit about yourself.  

2. Could you tell me how long you have been on the wait list?  

3. What dimensions, incidents, and people intimately connected with waiting for a 

transplant stand out for you?  

4. What has the experience been like since you were placed on the wait list?  

5. How has it affected you?  

6. What changes do you associate with the experience? 

7. What do you spend most of your time thinking about lately?  

8. What feelings were generated by being on the wait list?  

9. Has your perspective of time changed since you have been on the wait list? 

10. What would be a metaphor or saying that represents your experience of waiting for a 

transplant?  

11. Have you shared all that you think is relevant to the experience of waiting? 
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Title of Study:  In the Flow:  A Mixed Methods Research Study on the “Optimal 

Experience” in Adolescent Literacy 

 

Principal Investigator:  Susan E. Miles     

Address:  224 SW Fieldsedge Dr., Moore, SC  29369 

 

Description of Study:  Susan Miles is a doctoral student at Gardner-Webb University 

engaged in research for the purpose of satisfying a requirement for a Doctorate of 

Education in Curriculum & Instruction degree.  The purpose of this study is to determine 

the antecedents (triggers/ conditions), indicators, and consequences of the flow 

experience in independent reading.  Flow is “a state in which people are so involved in an 

activity that nothing else seems to matter; the experience itself is so enjoyable that people 

will do it, even at great cost, for the sheer sake of doing it” (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, p. 

4).  It is a state of “total involvement,” a term created by the research subjects themselves 

who described their total immersion in an activity as being in the “flow” 

(Csikszentmihalyi, 1988).  This mixed-methods research study will be researched with 

high school freshmen in the Upstate of S.C.  The phenomenon of flow will be examined 

from the students’ perceptions through a one-hour interview and compared with their 

online survey results from the 36-question survey, the Flow State Scale (FSS). 

If you agree to participate (or permit your child to participate), you, i.e., the student, will 

first take the online survey, the FSS.  If the student scores indicate moderate-deep flow 

while engaged in independent reading, the researcher will interview the student after 

school for approximately one hour on one occasion.  All answers will be transcribed and 

reviewed by the student to ensure accuracy.  The results of the FSS will be compared 

with the results of the interview. 

 

Risks/Benefits to the Participant:  The risk of participating in this study is very minimal.  

There are no direct benefits to the participants for agreeing to be in this study.  Please 

understand that although you might not benefit directly from participation in this study, 

you have the opportunity to enhance knowledge as it relates to flow in reading.  If you 

have any concerns about the risks/benefits of participating in this study, you can contact 

the investigator Susan Miles (864-542-4269 or s.e.miles@hotmail.com), the dissertation 

chair Dr. Sydney Brown (704-406-3019 or skbrown@gardner-webb.edu), or the 

university’s human research oversight board (the Institutional Review Board or IRB) at 

Gardner-Webb University. 

 

Cost and Payments to the Participant:  There is no cost for participation in this study.  

Participation is completely voluntary, and no payment will be provided. 

Confidentiality:  Information obtained in this study is strictly confidential unless 

disclosure is required by law.  All data will be secured in a locked safe.  Your name or 

school will not be used in the reporting of information in publications. 

Participant’s Right to Withdraw from the Study:  You have the right to refuse to 

participate in this study and the right to withdraw from the study at any time without 

penalty. 

 

I have read this letter, and I fully understand the contents of this document and 

voluntarily consent to participate or allow my child to participate.  All of my questions 

mailto:s.e.miles@hotmail.com
mailto:skbrown@gardner-webb.edu
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concerning this research have been answered.  If I have any questions in the future about 

this study, they will be answered by the investigator Susan Miles (864-542-4269 or 

s.e.miles@hotmail.com) or the dissertation chair Dr. Sydney Brown (704-406-3019 or 

skbrown@gardner-webb.edu) upon my request. 

 

Participant Signature_____________________________________________________ 

 

Parent/Caregiver Signature________________________________________________ 

mailto:s.e.miles@hotmail.com
mailto:skbrown@gardner-webb.edu
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The following order was placed with Mind Garden, Inc. Your order contains at least one 

Online Survey product. This email contains instructions on how to login to your 

Transform account. Your order contains at least one PDF product. Please follow the 

instructions below to login to your account on our Transform system and access your 

PDFs. A note about web-browser compatibility and Mind Garden's new Transform 

system is available here. 

 

We appreciate your business. If you have any questions about your order please contact 

us by either replying to this e-mail or calling our office at 1-650-322-6300. 

 
 

How to login to your Transform account 

 

Transform is a web-based survey, assessment, and document-storage system by Mind 

Garden, Inc. Once you get to your account, you can see your order added to the 

Campaigns page. To enter your participants click on the Campaign name and follow the 

tabbed instructions to complete the set-up and assessment process. To return to 

Transform at any time, use the above link and enter your e-mail address and the password 

you created to log back in. 

 

As always, we are available weekdays (US) to answer any questions you may have. 

Reach us by email by going to the "Contact" link on our website 

http://www.mindgarden.com/contact.htm, or call us at 650-322-6300 (US Pacific). 

 
 

Sales Receipt for Order 19954 
Placed on Monday, January 23, 2012 at 2:00 pm (PST) 

 

Ship To: 

Susan Miles 

s.e.miles@hotmail.com 
864-542-4269 

 
224 SW Fieldsedge Dr. 

Moore SC 29369 

US (United States) 
 

Bill To: 

Susan Miles 

s.e.miles@hotmail.com 
864-542-4269 

 
224 SW Fieldsedge Dr. 

Moore SC 29369 

US (United States) 
 

http://www.mindgarden.com/faq.htm#iesix
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Product Code Quantity Price/Each Total 
 

FLOW Online Survey 

Long State Scale - General 

Licenses: 50 
Includes data + scale scores 

FLOW-Survey 1 $120.00 $120.00 

FLOW Manual 
Format: downloadable PDF file 

FLOW-Manual 1 $40.00 $40.00 

Shipping: Online Product Delivery: $0.00 

Sales Tax: $0.00 
 

Order Total: $160.00 

 

Payment method: MasterCard 

 
This order has been paid in full. 
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