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We began this project with great enthusiasm—and with 
perhaps an even greater sense of urgency. We have grown 

concerned with the lack of attention given to reading in our 
disciplinary conversation about the teaching of writing, and we 
are alarmed by the impoverished and reductive understanding of 
reading that has worked its way into curriculum and state stan-
dards by way of the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) and 
the widespread use of standardized tests to measure proficiency 
in English. The theory of reading enacted in these state standards 
and in most standardized testing positions readers as passive 
recipients of information and defines reading primarily as a kind 
of text-focused close reading (Dole, Duffy, Roehler, and Pearson). 
Unfortunately, as Ellen C. Carillo has noted, “a foundational 
element that has infused literary study since at least the 1970s, 
but one that the Common Core largely ignores, is that the reader 
plays a role in the construction of meaning” (“Reimagining” 31). 
While text-centered close reading must certainly be an impor-
tant component of any individual’s repertoire of literacy skills, 
this approach to reading draws on a traditional, outmoded, and 
simplified understanding of the reading process and the nature 
of reading itself. It is also difficult to find ways to link this type 
of reading activity to meaning-making and authentic intellectual 
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work because the reader is left almost entirely out of this pro-
cess. This approach to reading thus serves to disconnect reading 
from the important academic and human activities of exploring 
problems (Wardle), thinking critically and creatively (Facione; 
Sullivan, “UnEssay”), and producing knowledge.
	 This theory of reading also ignores decades of reading schol-
arship that positions readers in more complex relationships with 
the texts they read. Louise Rosenblatt’s important transactional 
theory of reading, for example, first formulated in 1938, positions 
individuals in a dynamic, reciprocal relationship not only with 
texts but also with “the natural and social environment” (Rosen-
blatt, Reader xiv). Rosenblatt theorizes reading, famously, as “an 
event in the life of a reader, as a doing, a making, a combustion 
fed by the coming together of a particular personality and a par-
ticular text at a particular time” (Literature xvi). Transactional 
theories of reading provide abundant opportunities for students 
to engage in authentic intellectual work, and they connect read-
ing to writing, critical and creative thinking, and the production 
of knowledge in deep and powerful ways. This theory of reading 
also enacts the production of knowledge in personal, academic, 
and vocational contexts, in which the value of an act of reading 
is intimately connected to the character traits, habits of mind, 
and ethical commitments of the persons who read (Blau). Key 
habits of mind, like those articulated in the “Framework for Suc-
cess in Postsecondary Writing,” that we seek to privilege in our 
classrooms can also be actively nurtured. These habits of mind 
include curiosity, openness, engagement, creativity, persistence, 
responsibility, flexibility, and metacognition (Council of Writing 
Program Administrators; Costa and Kallick).
	 Marcel Proust may have provided the most eloquent formu-
lation of this theory of reading in his essay “On Reading,” first 
published in 1905. Proust positions the reader as central to the 
meaning-making process and formulates a complex transactional 
understanding of how readers produce meaning:

Indeed, this is one of the great and wondrous characteristics of 
beautiful books (and one which will enable us to understand 
the simultaneously essential and limited role that reading 
can play in our spiritual life): that for the author they may 
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be called Conclusions, but for the reader, Provocations. We 
can feel that our wisdom begins where the author’s ends, and 
we want him to give us answers when all he can do is give us 
desires. He awakens these desires in us only when he gets us 
to contemplate the supreme beauty which he cannot reach 
except through the utmost efforts of his art. But by a strange 
and, it must be said, providential law of spiritual optics (a law 
which signifies, perhaps, that we cannot receive the truth from 
anyone else, that we must create it ourselves), the end of the 
book’s wisdom appears to us as merely the start of our own, 
so that at the moment when the book has told us everything it 
can, it gives rise to the feeling that it has told us nothing. (23)

The key moment for us—and a formulation of vital importance 
for our discipline as we seek to theorize a deeper, more integrated 
understanding of the reading–writing relationship—is this phrase: 
“our wisdom begins where the author’s ends.”
	 Nationally, the widespread acceptance among school poli-
cymakers and politicians of a traditional and radically simplified 
theoretical understanding of reading appears to have produced an 
epidemic of what Kelly Gallagher has called “readicide”—“the 
systematic killing of the love of reading, often exacerbated by 
the inane, mind-numbing practices found in schools” (2). Gal-
lagher suggests that readicide is caused by educational practices 
that value the development of test takers over the development 
of lifelong readers (5). This understanding of “valuing reading” 
(7) may help to explain the disturbing results reported on the 
Nation’s Report Card, a congressionally mandated project ad-
ministrated by the National Assessment of Educational Progress 
(NAEP) through the National Center for Education Statistics. As 
Patrick notes in his essay in this volume, in 2015 only 37 percent 
of twelfth-grade students performed at or above the Proficient 
achievement level in reading (Nation’s Report Card). The re-
mainder of students in this testing cohort tested below Proficient, 
with what NAEP identifies as either Basic or Below Basic reading 
skills. NAEP found comparable levels of low achievement in math, 
science, and writing. A simplified approach to reading may well 
help to explain poor student performance in these subject areas as 
well. Two reports about reading from the National Endowment 
for the Arts—Reading at Risk and To Read or Not to Read: A 
Question of National Consequence—document the scope of this 
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problem. Dana Gioia acknowledges in his preface for To Read 
or Not to Read that “the story the data tell [about reading] is 
simple, consistent, and alarming” (5). Reading comprehension 
skills are eroding, and these declines have “serious civic, social, 
cultural, and economic implications” (7).
	 Building on the work of Elizabeth Wardle, we must theorize 
the approach we take to reading in the writing classroom as a 
high-stakes enterprise. Wardle theorizes two very different kinds 
of learning dispositions that we can privilege in the classroom: 
“problem-exploring dispositions” and “answer-getting disposi-
tions.” A problem-exploring disposition inclines students “toward 
curiosity, reflection, consideration of multiple possibilities, a 
willingness to engage in a recursive process of trial and error, and 
toward a recognition that more than one solution can ‘work’” 
(n.p.). An answer-getting disposition, in contrast, inclines students 
toward seeking “right answers quickly” and actively encourages 
students to be “averse to open consideration of multiple possibili-
ties.” Wardle warns that

the steady movement toward standardized testing and tight 
control of educational activities by legislators is producing and 
reproducing answer-getting dispositions in educational systems 
and individuals and . . . this movement is more than a dislike 
for the messiness of deep learning; rather, it can be understood 
as an attempt to limit the kind of thinking that students and 
citizens have the tools to do. 

As Pierre Bourdieu and Jean-Claude Passeron have demonstrated, 
language skills reside at the very core of thinking, learning, and 
cognition itself: “Language is not simply an instrument of com-
munication: it also provides, together with a richer or poorer vo-
cabulary, a more or less complex system of categories, so that the 
capacity to decipher and manipulate complex structures, whether 
logical or aesthetic,” depends significantly on the complexity of a 
student’s language (73). The unsettling findings of the National 
Commission on Writing, therefore, may have as much to tell us 
about reading as they do about writing. The commission found, 
unfortunately, that twelfth-grade students currently produce 
writing that is “relatively immature and unsophisticated” (17).
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	 Like Gallagher, a number of reading scholars and expert class-
room practitioners have been actively at work seeking to offset 
this movement toward a simplistic and mechanical understand-
ing of reading, but their work has been slow to be embraced by 
compositionists (Atwell; Miller; Newkirk; Smith and Wilhelm; 
Wolf). Much of this work is written by and for secondary school 
teachers, and this has helped perpetuate the idea in our discipline 
that reading instruction is the concern of K–12 educators only 
and does not require the attention of college instructors. This 
has also contributed to isolating college compositionists from 
reading theory and instructional strategies, even though college 
writing teachers routinely acknowledge the need to improve the 
reading skills of students in their writing classes. As David A. 
Jolliffe has noted, “At every college and university where I have 
taught in the past twenty-five years—and this list includes four 
state universities, a private liberal arts college, and a large Catholic 
university—the talk about student reading is like the weather: 
Everybody complains about it, but nobody does anything about 
it” (470).
	 We suspect that one reason for the neglect of reading within 
composition and rhetoric is the well-documented tension within 
English departments between those whose expertise is literary 
(including critical theory, historical criticism, gender studies, 
and other areas of specialization focusing on the reading of ca-
nonical, literary texts) and those whose professional expertise is 
with composition and rhetoric. As Sheridan notes in his essay in 
this volume, the parting of the ways between teachers of litera-
ture and teachers of composition is rooted in a tradition within 
literary studies of privileging authoritative readings produced 
by literary specialists and devoting only limited attention to the 
experience of actual student readers as they engage with texts. 
In this instructional model, readings communicated by literature 
teachers to their students become the primary focus and product of 
instruction. Student writing about literature in this model is often 
evaluated largely on the basis of its “correctness” in reproducing 
someone else’s knowledge, thereby ignoring what Proust calls in 
his essay “On Reading” a “providential law of spiritual optics,” 
a “law which signifies, perhaps, that we cannot receive the truth 
from anyone else, that we must create it ourselves” (23).
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	 As composition began to consolidate into a discrete disci-
pline, however, it shifted from a focus on the product (text) to 
the process of composing and an understanding of the writer as 
a maker of meaning. Tensions between literature specialists and 
composition specialists in English departments thus grew from the 
fundamental differences in their assumptions about how a text 
and meanings are produced, taught, and evaluated. The famed 
Lindemann–Tate debates of the 1990s, which both Sheridan and 
Howard reference in their essays in this collection, exemplify 
the intensity of this theoretical difference and its practical focus 
on the question of whether—or to what extent—the study of 
literature could continue to command any curricular space in a 
modern and professionally well-informed first-year composition 
class. The increasing disciplinary respectability of composition 
as a field with its own research traditions, theoretical frames, 
and pedagogical principles eventuated the wholesale removal of 
literary study from first-year writing classes nationally.
	 Without literature and the range of interpretive possibilities 
generated by literary texts and genres, many first-year writing 
classes and programs have focused instead on teaching students 
to read rhetorically (Bean) and to employ rhetorical analysis when 
reading nonfiction texts, particularly in relation to argumenta-
tive writing, which in secondary schools and many first-year 
composition programs has became the dominant genre of writing 
(Sullivan, New 11–118). The popularity of rhetorical reading 
may help to explain why it occupies such a prominent place in 
the description of reading skills and competencies emphasized in 
CCSS documents, where the analysis of texts tends to be reduced 
to an examination of a text’s formal properties and leaving largely 
unengaged a confrontation with a text’s meaning, the problems 
a text invites readers to consider, and the wisdom it might offer.
	 For writing specialists, like most academic professionals, 
keeping up with scholarship outside of their area of specializa-
tion is often challenging, and within the field of English, reading 
specialists and writing specialists often inhabit very different pro-
fessional and educational spaces, teach different kinds of courses, 
and perhaps naturally converse primarily with members of their 
own professional discourse communities. One of our goals with 
this book is to help address this disciplinary segregation and to 
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help restart our disciplinary conversation about reading and writ-
ing that was begun in the 1980s and flourished for about fifteen 
years before declining precipitously. This conversation was led 
by scholars such as Patricia Donahue, Mariolina Rizzi Salvatori, 
David Bartholomae, and Anthony Petrosky. Alice Horning, 
along with Donahue and Salvatori, have done the important 
work of keeping this conversation alive since the blossoming 
of interest in reading in the 1980s. Unfortunately, however, the 
assessment of our discipline voiced by Marguerite Helmers in 
2003 still holds: “the act of reading is not part of the common 
professional discourse in composition studies” (4; Salvatori and 
Donahue, “Guest”; Horning and Kraemer; Horning and Goll-
nitz). Although there has been a recent resurgence of interest in 
reading by scholars including Ellen C. Carillo (Securing), Daniel 
Keller, Michael Bunn, and Patrick (New), there is still much to 
say about this subject as we develop a theory of writing that is 
informed by the central role that reading plays in the production 
of knowledge and meaning (Salvatori and Donahue, “What”; 
Smith; Jolliffe and Harl). This book seeks to contribute to this 
reawakening of our professional interest in reading and to help 
advance our theoretical and practical understandings of the es-
sential connection between reading and writing.
	 In many important ways, this volume is a continuation of 
our series of books focused on college-level writing: What Is 
“College-Level” Writing? (Sullivan and Tinberg) and What Is 
“College-Level” Writing? Volume 2: Assignments, Readings, and 
Student Writing Samples (Sullivan, Tinberg, and Blau). We would 
like to suggest—after many years of reflection and research on 
the complex question that frames these two books—that reading 
must be theorized as foundationally linked to any understanding 
of college-level writing. As Maryanne Wolf notes in her book 
on reading and the science of the brain, the invention of writing 
and reading some 10,000 years ago required us to restructure the 
physical properties of our brains, creating new neural pathways 
and the development of important new cognitive functions. This 
process “rearranged the very organization of our brain, which in 
turn expanded the ways we were able to think, which altered the 
intellectual evolution of our species” (3; Kandel, Schwartz, Jessell, 
Siegelbaum, and Hudspeth). A great deal is at stake, therefore, as 
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we seek to deepen our understanding of the vital role that reading 
plays in teaching and learning in the writing classroom.
	 We also seek in this book to affirm the value of reading for 
pleasure and the importance of developing pedagogies and class-
room practices that communicate to students the many aesthetic 
and affective joys to be found in reading. This is an approach 
to reading perhaps best captured by the title of one of Louise 
Rosenblatt’s most widely known essays: “What Facts Does This 
Poem Teach You?” We also believe there is great value in Marcel 
Proust’s understanding of reading as a “pure form of friendship” 
(34) and, to borrow Maryanne Wolf’s memorable phrase about 
Proust’s understanding of reading, as a kind of “intellectual 
‘sanctuary,’ where human beings have access to thousands of 
different realities they might never encounter or understand 
otherwise” (6). Wolf has suggested that this “expanding sense of 
‘other’ changes who we are” and “what we imagine we can be” 
(8). Following Proust, we believe that “it is through the contact 
with other minds which constitutes reading that our minds are 
‘fashioned’” (36–37). We also embrace one of Nancie Atwell’s 
key formulations:

For students of every ability and background, it’s the simple, 
miraculous act of reading a good book that turns them into 
readers, because even for the least experienced, most reluctant 
reader, it’s the one good book that changes everything. The 
job of adults who care about reading is to move heaven and 
earth to put that book into a child’s [or high school student’s 
or college student’s] hands. (27–28)

Overall, our primary goal with this book, following Atwell, is 
ambitious: to help nurture skilled, passionate, habitual, critical, 
joyful, lifelong readers across all grade levels and especially across 
institutional boundaries in US high schools and colleges.
	 Part I of this book attempts to clearly define the many chal-
lenges we have before us as we seek to integrate reading into the 
writing classroom and as we develop a theory of reading that 
honors it as a richly complex social, cognitive, and affective hu-
man activity. We begin with a chapter by David A. Jolliffe, which 
updates his important review essay about reading that was pub-
lished in 2007 in College Composition and Communication. We 
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follow this with a chapter by Sam Morris, a former high school 
English teacher, who takes us into his high school classroom as 
he works to teach reading and writing in progressive ways while 
also struggling to satisfy state and local curricular requirements. 
Kathleen Blake Yancey, Jacob W. Craig, Matthew Davis, and 
Michael Spooner follow with an essay about the effects of new 
technology on reading and writing practices. We conclude this sec-
tion with Jason Courtmanche, who is director of the Connecticut 
Writing Project and has been working with high school English 
teachers for many years. Courtmanche offers a cross-disciplinary 
perspective on the value of reading from his experience teach-
ing an Honors First-Year Experience course at the University of 
Connecticut that enrolled primarily non-English majors.
	 Part II features three essays written by college students about 
their development as writers. As it turns out, their testimony docu-
ments the integral role that reading has played in this develop-
ment. Significantly, standardized tests such as the SAT, ACT, and 
K–12 state-mandated proficiency tests played no role whatsoever 
in nurturing their interest in reading and writing. It appears that 
standardized tests can, perhaps, certify a certain narrow kind of 
reading and writing proficiency (Klausman et al.; Hillocks; Sacks), 
but they cannot nurture or create this kind of proficiency—or a 
deep love for reading and writing. Instead, our student contribu-
tors point to a whole range of experiences inside and outside of 
the classroom that have kindled and sustained their passion for 
reading and writing.
	 We can learn much from these experiences that can inform 
the activities and pedagogies we privilege in our classroom as we 
seek to nurture this kind of interest and passion. These activities 
focus on choice, freedom, autonomy, deep learning, creativity, 
writing across disciplines, and pedagogical strategies that intro-
duce students to disciplinary knowledge. Overall, these student 
essays provide a fascinating glimpse into the teaching and learning 
process in action in the lives of real students. The essays also high-
light the many different ways the process of literacy acquisition 
can unfold as students work their way to becoming strong read-
ers, writers, and thinkers. They also help us see how pedagogical 
choices, theories of reading and writing, and classroom practices 
affect real students in real classrooms right now.
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	 Each of our student contributors worked with a sponsor and 
mentor, and each mentor was given the opportunity to reflect 
on this collaboration in a brief commentary that follows their 
student’s work.
	 Because we know that classroom English teachers grades 6–13 
will be the primary agents helping students become college-ready 
readers and writers, Part III of our book focuses on the practical 
and the pragmatic. This supersized section of our book offers 
teachers a rich variety of pragmatic approaches to teaching deep 
reading in writing courses that can be put immediately to use in 
the classroom. These chapters deal with the widest possible variety 
of approaches to teaching reading in the writing classroom. We 
begin with Patrick’s essay, which seeks to theorize an approach 
to teaching writing based on “deep reading”—a process of in-
quiry built around “challenging questions” and “troublesome 
knowledge” as well as caution, humility, and open-mindedness. 
Kelly Cecchini, a high school English teacher, then reports on an 
innovative collaboration between a high school English depart-
ment and a local college English department. This chapter reports 
on precisely the kind of collaboration and bridge building across 
institutional boundaries that we hope to foster with this book.
	 We then move on to a group of chapters that explores a variety 
of approaches to teaching deep reading. Ellen C. Carillo discusses 
classroom strategies related to “mindful reading” that will help 
students read and write across disciplines. Katie Hern examines 
the important role that reading and “big ideas” must play in the 
basic writing classroom. Muriel Harris offers advice to writing 
teachers about teaching reading based on more than thirty years 
of experience as a writing center tutor, director, and advocate. 
Howard Tinberg explores the many challenges of teaching reading 
in a first-year composition class in a community college setting. 
Sheridan Blau proposes that a return to the study of literary texts 
in first-year writing classes can offer the richest possible oppor-
tunities for strengthening the capacity of college students to read 
deeply. Rebecca S. Nowacek and Heather G. James draw on the 
practices of expert readers in the STEM disciplines, and through 
this framework find that they understand student struggles in writ-
ing classes in new ways. Patricia Donahue and Mariolina Rizzi 
Salvatori conclude this section with a chapter that theorizes an ap-
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proach to teaching reading and writing—“unruly reading”—that 
bypasses the restrictions of certain established reading patterns 
to uncover “zones of possibility, provoking, even encouraging, 
the element of discovery.”
	 Part IV concludes the book with two short letters written for 
students, one by Patrick and the other by Alfredo Celedón Luján. 
It is our hope that these two letters, which seek to translate disci-
plinary knowledge about reading and writing for student readers, 
will help classroom instructors initiate productive conversations 
with their students about reading and writing.
	 We have had the great honor of developing this book in con-
sultation with Alice Horning, Deborah-Lee Gollnitz, and Cynthia 
Haller, who are also editing a volume of scholarly essays about 
reading that focuses on reading across the disciplines. The title 
of their book is What Is College Reading? (ATD Books and the 
WAC Clearinghouse). We have developed these two books col-
laboratively, and we offer them to readers as companion volumes. 
Although we have pursued different editorial objectives, both 
collections arose from a similar impulse—the need to address 
the importance of reading in the teaching of writing. Alice has 
kindly provided an afterword for this collection, which includes 
a brief preview of What Is College Reading? and the book’s table 
of contents.
	 We dedicate this book to Louise Rosenblatt, one of our 
heroes. Like Rosenblatt, we believe that a great deal is at stake 
when students read—for individual development and growth, 
for the health of our communities, and for the strength of our 
democracy. Like Rosenblatt, we believe that

democracy is not simply a structure of political institutions 
but, as Dewey said, “a way of life.” Democracy implies a 
society of people who, no matter how much they differ from 
one another, recognize their common interests, their common 
goals, and their dependence on mutually honored freedoms 
and responsibilities. For this they need the ability to imagine 
the human consequences of political and economic alternatives 
and to think rationally about emotionally charged issues. Such 
strengths should be fostered by all the agencies that shape the 
individual, but the educational system, through all its disci-
plines, has a crucial role. (Literature xv)
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Rosenblatt’s belief that “the teaching of literature could especially 
contribute to such democratic education” (Literature xv) was 
the inspiration for her landmark book on reading, Literature as 
Exploration. A similar impulse to communicate the vital impor-
tance of reading has been the source of our inspiration as well.
	 We warmly welcome readers to this collection and its celebra-
tion of literacy, intellectual generosity, and classrooms alive with 
deep reading and deep learning.
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