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Poor writers are poor readers.  We don't know whether there's a cause-effect relationship between these failures or whether they are correlative, but if, in our basic writing classes, we don't tackle reading as well as writing, we leave our students without a skill they need and make our task as writing teachers more difficult than it needs to be.


It is surely a truism by now that reading and writing are two sides of the same coin.  Creating a text is impossible when one doesn't understand how a text works.  Writers give readers signals about where their texts are going —e.g., introductions, topical indicators for paragraphs, signposts at the beginnings of sentences—but readers who don't understand these signals and the organizing principles behind them, who cannot locate main and supporting points, can't understand such texts.  And if they can't understand them, they can't make them.  The reading problem is rarely a decoding problem.  It's a comprehension problem.


Poor readers read acontextually.  Here is the first sentence of a paragraph in a study showing that handgun ownership is dangerous:  "Critics of handgun control have long claimed that limiting access to guns will have little effect on the rates of homicide, because persons who are intent on killing others will only work harder to acquire a gun or will kill by other means."  Students typically read this sentence as representing the authors' views, even though that contradicts not only the tenor of the study but the rest of the paragraph, which is a refutation of this view.  We may expect such readers to write propositions that don't follow and conclusions that have little to do with the essays they conclude.  This is not a matter of learning six kinds of introductions, seven kinds of paragraphs, thirteen kinds of transitions, and eight kinds of conclusions.


But though reading is the problem, reading classes prerequisite to writing classes are not the solution.  We do not learn performance skills in increments that we put together later.  We do not learn how to ride a bicycle by taking, first, lessons in balance, next lessons in pedaling, and finally lessons in steering.  We learn by trying to ride—at first poorly and only with help, then somewhat better, then well.  Coaches know that the only way to be a better basketball player is to play basketball.  You can and should practice subskills—dribbling shooting, footwork, passing—but doing that stuff without, at the same time, playing the game is a waste of time.  We teach our athletes better than we teach our basic writers.


In college, basic writers/readers can learn to think and to write by a combination of receiving direct instruction and doing lots of reading. If they learn to create texts by both learning how texts are created and doing the same thing themselves, they will improve as both readers and writers, and advances in each skill will reinforce advances in the other.


Some dim awareness of this seems to be emerging in an increasing number of texts "with readings," essays tacked on at the end of textbooks.  But this doesn’t solve the problem, or even address it.  If students are asked to read a clutch of essays as a kind of general source of inspiration, two undesirable things usually happen.  One is that they don't get anything out of it (because they can write the paper without doing it), or they do it but they don’t get anything out of it (again because they don't have to).  Students must write on assignments, that require them to use what they’ve read.  Only in that way will they start learning to read with accuracy and comprehension.  Such assignments, if well designed, should also bring the world of the university into the basic writing classroom, where it surely belongs.  Reading research has shown that summary writing is one of the most effective ways of improving reading comprehension, and every BW class should incorporate it. Rereading for main points is another effective method.


My students have just finished reading about how 17th century Puritan families were organized and why they were organized that way.  Having done their reading, they then had to return to the readings in groups of three and give me the main points so I could put them on the board.  They understood that this material would form much of the substance of their next essays, so they worked at it.


The assignment is to compare families today with Puritan families, to explain the values that determined the structure of the Puritan family and thus what we have lost since Puritan times.  So after the rereading/board work, I had them work in their groups on two questions:  1) We now know that religion determined the organization of Puritan families; what principle or principles do you think determine the organization of ours?  2) What have we gained and what have we lost since the 17th century in our families?


Their conclusions were insightful and perceptive.  Next, they will bring trial outlines of their papers, and we will put them on the board and critique them, shooting for papers that will progress in an orderly and logical way to whatever conclusion each student wants to come to.  After that, they will bring in rough drafts for peer review, using criteria sheets provided, the focus again on organization and content.  (They work on their sentence skills through sentence-combining and their errors through individual exercises.)


These students have read adult texts and understood them.  Now they will create their own, using a combination of what they've learned and their own insights.  They will also have advanced both their reading and their writing skills.  And that's what I am aiming for.

