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From Reading as a Writer to Writing as a
Reader

eading for class and then writing an essay might seem to be separate tasks, but reading is the first step in
R the writing process. In this chapter we present methods that will help you read more effectively and
move from reading to writing your own college essays. These methods will lead you to understand a writer’s
purpose in responding to a situation, the motivation for asserting a claim in an essay and entering a particular
conversation with a particular audience.

Much if not all of the writing you do in college will be based on what you have read. This is the case, for
example, when you summarize a philosopher’s theory, analyze the significance of an experiment in
psychology, or, perhaps, synthesize different and conflicting points of view in making an argument about
race and academic achievement in sociology.

As we maintain throughout this book, writing and reading are inextricably linked to each other. Good
academic writers are also good critical readers: They leave their mark on what they read, identifying issues,
making judgments about the truth of what writers tell them, and evaluating the adequacy of the evidence in
support of an argument. This is where writing and inquiry begin: understanding our own position relative to
the scholarly conversations we want to enter. Moreover, critical readers try to understand the strategies that
writers use to persuade readers to agree with them. At times, these are strategies that we can adapt in
advancing our arguments.
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READING AS AN ACT OF COMPOSING: ANNOTATING
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Leaving your mark on the page — annotating — is your first act of composing. When you mark the pages
of a text, you are reading critically, engaging with the ideas of others, questioning and testing those ideas,
and inquiring into their significance. Critical reading is sometimes called active reading to distinguish it
from memorization, when you just read for the main idea so that you can “spit it back out on a test.” When
you read actively and critically, you bring your knowledge, experiences, and interests to a text, so that you
can respond to the writer, continuing the conversation the writer has begun.

Experienced college readers don’t try to memorize a text or assume they must understand it completely
before they respond to it. Instead they read strategically, looking for the writer’s claims, for the writer’s key
ideas and terms, and for connections with key ideas and terms in other texts. They also read to discern what
conversation the writer has entered, and how the writer’s argument is connected to those he or she makes
reference to.

When you annotate a text, your notes in the margins might address the following questions:
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» What arguments is this author responding to?

e Is the issue relevant or significant?

» How do I know that what the author says is true?

e Is the author’s evidence legitimate? Sufficient?

e Can I think of an exception to the author’s argument?
» What would the counterarguments be?

Good readers ask the same kinds of questions of every text they read, considering not just what a writer says
(the content), but how he or she says it given the writer’s purpose and audience.

The marks you leave on a page might indicate your own ideas and questions, patterns you see emerging,
links to other texts, even your gut response to the writer’s argument — agreement, dismay, enthusiasm,
confusion. They reveal your own thought processes as you read and signal that you are entering the
conversation. In effect, they are traces of your own responding voice.

Developing your own system of marking or annotating pages can help you feel confident when you sit
down with a new reading for your classes. Based on our students’ experiences, we offer this practical tip:
Although wide-tipped highlighters have their place in some classes, it is more useful to read with a pen or
pencil in your hand, so that you can do more than draw a bar of color through words or sentences you find
important. Experienced readers write their responses to a text in the margins, using personal codes (boxing
key words, for example), writing out definitions of words they have looked up, drawing lines to connect
ideas on facing pages, or writing notes to themselves (“Connect this to Edmundson on consumer culture”;
“Hirsch would disagree big time — see his ideas on memorization in primary grades”; “You call THIS
evidence?!”). These notes help you get started on your own writing assignments.

Annotating your readings benefits you twice. First, it is easier to participate in class discussions if you
have already marked passages that are important, confusing, or linked to specific passages in other texts you
have read. It’s a sure way to avoid that sinking feeling you get when you return to pages you read the night
before but now can’t remember at all. Second, by marking key ideas in a text, noting your ideas about them,
and making connections to key ideas in other texts, you have begun the process of writing an essay. When
you start writing the first draft of your essay, you can quote the passages you have already marked and
exnlain what vou find significant about them based on the notes vou have alreadv made to vourself. You can
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make the connections to other texts in the paragraphs of your own essay that you have already begun to
make on the pages of your textbook. If you mark your texts effectively, you’ll never be at a loss when you sit
down to write the first draft of an essay.
Let’s take a look at how one of our students marked several paragraphs of Douglas Massey and Nancy
Denton’s American Apartheid: Segregation and the Making of the Underclass (1993). In the excerpt below,
the student underlines what she believes is important information and begins to create an outline of the

authors’ main points.

https://print.vitalsource.com/print/978131907 1684 ?brand=Bookshelf&&fro...fQ.00gN2E3XzgmoROgncXy11agJYkQAvAa8aK1CRuYDfFI&post_message_print=true Page 4 of 4



