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As you may have already noticed, most writing classes require a healthy amount of reading that you are expected to complete. On top of that, not all the reading is easy. In fact, some of it might be rather difficult, especially if the language is dense or boring or if you have trouble following the writer’s thoughts. If you add the stress of getting the rest of your homework out of the way and the reality of procrastination, getting through a reading assignment before class might seem impossible. But it’s important to realize that when your composition instructors assign reading for homework, it’s not because they want you to stay arbitrarily busy or that they want to bore you with reading that doesn’t matter. Just as the title of this book insists that Writing Matters, you should know that reading matters just as much. 

Even when you don’t realize it, most of the time you are engaged in some type of reading activity, whether you are watching television, having a conversation with a friend, or listening to a teacher’s lecture in class (and obviously you’re reading right now). In all of these situations you as a reader attempt to make sense out of text, you try to make it meaningful and worthy of engagement. What’s important to understand, however, is that as readers we bring to a text all of our previous experiences, which include assumptions about reading itself. These assumptions will greatly influence how we read in the first place. For example, think about what goes through your mind before reading an email from a friend compared to reading a chapter from a history textbook. Or what happens when we pick up a newspaper compared to a novel or a restaurant menu? Depending on the type of text we read, we will expect certain things from it, and if those expectations are not met then we are prone to feel confused, bored, or even frustrated. 

Your response to a reading will always be confined within the borders of each reading situation—how you’re feeling at the moment, what the various distractions vying for your attention are, what you think the purpose is for reading a particular text.  These are just a few of the things that will limit your engagement with a text and dictate its value for you as the reader. Most of us have progressed through school with the assumption that if you read something once and it doesn’t make sense, then somehow it’s either the fault of the author for not being clear or it’s our fault for not understanding. Furthermore, we expect the things we read for school to be coherent and display a clear meaning. That is, we want texts to be logical and obviously important. But the reality is that this is hardly ever the case. Most of the time we have to work at making a text meaningful, and that means training ourselves to become critical readers—readers who approach reading situations thoughtfully and with an openness to being challenged. 

With that said, here are some suggestions that will help you get through difficult reading and help you make it meaningful: 

· Identify the obstacles that might prevent you from staying focused as you read. Sometimes simple environmental adjustments can make all the difference. 

· If you are reading an essay on E-reserve or Blackboard, print it out. It is much easier to read something you can actually hold in your hand and write on.

· Try to suspend judgment while you read. Many students are prone to be reactionary readers, which means they critique a text as they read. This limits the potential for response because you have already formulated an opinion about the text before getting to the end. Maybe you don’t like the author’s writing style or they have written something you disagree with. While it’s okay to be critical, don’t let your initial reactions limit your overall engagement with a text.
· Since we’re on the subject, “critical” is a word that sometimes carries a negative connotation, but being a critical reader is very important. Reading critically means that you ask questions about the text and attempt to synthesize the writer’s ideas with your own. To help this process, keep a pen or highlighter next to you when you read and mark what you think is important. Ask questions you might have about a text in the margins, and if a particular paragraph is confusing, try writing a brief summary next to it. 

· When you are reading a difficult text, formulate a list of specific questions that you can ask in class. Know that you won’t always understand a text after the first reading, and sometimes you might not understand it the second time either. But if the next day in class your response is something akin to “I didn’t understand the reading,” or “I didn’t like it because it didn’t make sense,” then you haven’t contributed anything of real value for discussion. Think of actual questions to ask, mark those sections in the text you don’t understand, and don’t be afraid to share you confusion with the class, because in the end you’ll be helping everyone. 

Ultimately, every student has to figure out their own best method for reading, and this will take trial and error. More importantly, it will take time. Even if you fancy yourself a non-reader, someone who doesn’t read for whatever reason, don’t forget that learning to become a better writer requires you to also become a better reader. Writing matters because reading matters.  

