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Reviewing Courses to Guide Strategies for
Increasing the Value of Reading

Assess Assumptions
Teachers construct courses and activities using facit beliefs that may or

may not correspond to classroom reality or contribute to intended
educational goals. Two reading-related issues — the assumed
inevitability of course texts, and the weak correlation between student
reading activity and course success — illustrate the influence that
unexamined assumptions exert on college teachers’ instruction.

The assumption that all college courses have course texts is so ingrained
that college faculty members rarely question it. One of postsecondary
education’s rarest sightings is a course with neither a textbook nor a
reading packet. Gatekeepers in the academic community, such as
curriculum committee members, look askance at course proposals that
deviate from the norm and pressure faculty to add textbooks before
proposals proceed through the approval process. Other academic
agents, such as faculty developers and master teachers, reinforce
acceptance of this assumption when they present textbooks and
reading packets as part of a complete college-level class, de facto

(Altman & Cashin, 1992; Grunert, 1997; Nilson, 1998).

At the same time, most college teachers can name courses they have
taken or taught where the course text(s) added little, if anything, to the
learning process. Although these texts were identified as “required
reading,” reading them was not necessary to succeed in the course.
Ingrained truth is rarely challenged even in the face of discordant
evidence. And so, across colleges and universities, course texts are
linked to college classes not primarily because of their “added value,”
but because their absence seems to violate a condition accepted as
fundamental for college-level learning (Lowman, 1995).

Nist and Kirby (1989) identified a pressing need is “to more closely
examine...professorial demands to determine how much text interaction
is necessary to be academically successful” (p. 336). This inquiry must
consider such issues as: faculty and student definitions of “academic
success”; “more is better” as a guiding maxim for reading’s place in
college courses; and investment/return rates for course-related reading.
Each of these issues is more fully discussed under the rubrics “assess the

course” and “assess the audience.”

Assess the Course

Reassessing course assumptions should lead to a more focused
assessment of students’ need to read for the course. The best courses
are crafted to fit within a real context, peopled by real and diverse
teachers and students working together to achieve specific educational
goals (Fink, 2003). In these courses, careful attention has been paid to
goals and how these are expressed directly and indirectly (Fink, 2003;
Lowman, 1995).

A useful way to begin the process of assessing reading’s role in college
courses is to consider afresh course outcomes (Fink, 2003; Lowman,
1995). Courses serve diverse purposes. Some are infroductory, serve
one or several majors, meet distribution requirements or specialized
interests, develop specific abilities, or have endpoints that vary from the
most basic to the highly particular. Expected educational outcomes
provide one criterion for determining course-related texts, reading load,
and pragmatic reading compliance expectations (Lowman, 1995).

Reading material must also align with the course’s main topics and its
student demographics. Too many textbooks used in college courses
are not appropriate to the context in which they are used. Two types
of mismatch are typical; Maleki and Heerman (1992) comment on the
first of these:
On the surface, the ‘reading problem’ is a mismatch between
college students’ reading ability and the difficulty level of their
textbooks and other readings. Reading achievement of college
freshmen has been declining since 1965, while college textbooks
have become more difficult to read. (p. 1)

Second, books are often used for purposes for which they were never
intended. Reference books are often put into the hands of disciplinary
novices as primary course teaching and learning tools. Doing so
ignores the fact that these books are designed for highly specialized
and skilled audiences (Bean, 1996; Leamnson, 1999; Maleki &
Heerman, 1992).

In assessing the course, it is desirable to focus attention on the meaning
of “required reading.” Presumably, the term indicates that the reading
contains information essential to achieving the course’s educational
outcomes. The inference is that students must read every “required” item
in order to achieve an acceptable level of success.

Research on student reading compliance demonstrates that “required
reading” is not an accurate predictor of course grades. Nist and Kirby
(1989) wrote that documented reading assignment compliance rates
among college students (20 to 30%) “could be partly due to the fact
that students quickly discovered that they did not need to read and
study their texts in order to do well in the class. Perhaps attending class
and studying lecture notes were sufficient for acceptable
performance” (p. 327).

A common problem is that instructors tend to lump all courselinked
reading assignments under the “required” heading, regardless of how
central the reading assignment is to course success. This presents
students with several choices about time management and calculated
investment of their effort.

Undergraduate and graduate students can expect a cumulative course
reading load that is equal to or greater than the hours unencumbered
by class meetings, recommended sleep patterns, and meals (Lang &
Gore, 1988). Faced with unrealistic work loads, students turn into
consummate pragmatists, determining the minimum reading investment
that will produce desired course accomplishment (Lowman, 1995).
When average students conduct basic costbenefits analyses (i.e.,
“How much does my reading affect my course grade?”), first, second-,
and third-hand reports typically suggest a low benefit yield. Their
conclusion that grades are not necessarily enhanced by faithful
compliance with reading assignments has been supported by
methodologically sound research (Hobson, 2003; Self, 1987).

When pressed, faculty will admit that a range of “requiredness” exists
among course-linked texts. The usual culprit behind the blanket use of
the label “required reading” is either eleventh-hour course/syllabus
preparation or the tacit assumption that college courses must have
required reading.

Several solutions are available, starting with a triage process designed
to allocate course-linked reading material according to its potential to
benefit students. This process assesses all course-linked reading
materials and assigns a rating to each item according fo its relevance to
success in the course (e.g., “absolutely essential,” “good supporting
material,” “exofic,” “appealing to experts,” “idiosyncratic choice”).
Categorizing is done with the understanding that only those materials
rated “absolutely essential” become “required reading” in the course.
This is reading material for which students will be held accountable.

When carried out objectively, this triage process renders course
“required reading” loads more manageable. From the student
perspective, a more manageable reading load, combined with
accountability for completing reading assignments, makes reading
compliance a course-related investment with high returns. When carried
out periodically, the process also keeps “reading load creep” in check.

Assess the Audience

Unlike faculty, students are not topic experts, nor have they dedicated
large portions of their adult life to the study of specific issues within
discrete disciplines. Their academic purposes are more limited and their
needs more confined than are those of the faculty. As experts, college
teachers all too often fall into the trap of expertise: experts forget that
they are aberrant in relation to the norm (Tiberius, Smith, & Waisman,
1998). Therefore, most college faculty members find it hard to imagine




Tip 5: Explain reading assignments’ relevance

Explaining the reading assignment’s relevance to the course topic and
to the way that the course is structured is an investment worth making
in the course syllabus and at strategic points within the term (Grunert,
1997; Lowman, 1995). This explanation is important to novices because
they are not adept at making inferential connections between items that
are seemingly dissimilar or only loosely related (Tiberius, Smith, &
Waisman, 1998). Making the implicit explicit helps those students who
need the most assistance in reading and comprehending course
materials, particularly marginally skilled and unskilled readers (Maleki
& Heerman, 1992). The more connective the web between course
reading and course learning goals, the more likely students are to see
the course’s reading assignments as relevant and worthwhile (Lowman,
1995; Cannon & Newble, 2000). Novices to higher education in
general and to an academic discipline, specifically, need the
scaffolding provided by explanations that relates reading to the course
and the achievement of success in it (Tiberius, Smith, & Waisman, 1998;
Leamnson, 1999; Bean, 1996).

This reading agenda must be formally established by the course
instructor through the mix of assignments placed at appropriate points
within the term. Equally important, this agenda must be accepted by
the student if the intended learning is to occur. Therefore, the more
frequently students encounter explanations of reading-to-learning
connections, the better. The course syllabus is the obvious point of first
contact for persuading students that reading course assignments will
be beneficial. The same opportunity should be available throughout
the academic term whenever students prepare to interact with new
course-linked texts (Cannon & Newble, 2000).

Tip 6: Assign reading close to use date

Providing students a rationale for assigning texts as they encounter new
topics affects student reading compliance by highlighting the
correspondence between the reading assignment and a meaningful part
of the course. This timing decision closes several gaps that often limit the
effectiveness of reading assignments: nonetoo-precise Day 1 overview
statements combined with overlyfocused dayto-day course activity;
differences between perceptions about teacherbased and student-
based activities; abstract course elements, such as goals and outcomes,
and ever-present demands like class meeting topics and assignments.

Bridging gaps such as these affects student behavior, particularly with
regard to student reading compliance. Although mapping all course
reading assignments in the syllabus provides an overall view of the
course workload, several studies have found that such a presentation
can contribute to non-compliance with reading assignments (Marshall,
1974; Hobson, 2003). When these assignments are made close to the
“use date” — the class session during which the information contained in
that reading appears — students are more likely to read the assignments
(Marshall, 1974; Davis, 1993; Lowman, 1995). Marshall (1974) found
that the temporal point during the term when reading assignments were
made was a significant factor in predicting compliance. In this study, for
students who were given reading assignments at the start of the term,
documented “use was concentrated just prior to either the midterm or
end-ofterm examinations. In fact, the end-ofterm checkouts reached a
maximum during the examination week. On the other hand, when short
but frequent lists were assigned, use was dispersed quite evenly over
weekly periods as well as over the whole term” (p, 455). Hobson
(2003) found similar differences between student groups assigned
required reading at the start of the term and those assigned reading
within two weeks of the material’s use in class.

Shape Class Activity to Encourage Reading
The way reading assignments are linked to class activity affects the

number of students who will complete the assignments. Too frequently
college faculty adopt what Lowman (1995) refers to as a “laissezfaire
approach” to reading assignments — they “simply announce assigned
chapters, problem sets, or papers in the syllabus and rarely mention

them again” (p. 229). As Lowman points out, this approach has
detrimental effects: “though requiring less effort and responsibility on
the part of the instructor, [the laissezfaire approach] sets up many
students to achieve far less in a class than they would have done under
more engaging and sophisticated instructor leadership” (p. 230).
Many strategies are available to change this situation and increase
the likelihood that students will complete reading assignments.

Tip 7: Preview the reading

Many texts used in college courses intimidate students because of their
organizational complexity, length, foreign vocabulary, and
expectations about readers’ background (Bean, 1996; Maleki &
Heerman, 1992). Students can be helped “into the text” when faculty
make the assigned reading material part of the in-class activity. In his
extensive review of the literature focusing on student motivation to
learn, Lowman (1995) concluded that, “Integrating readings into class
presentations and discussions is the best means of motivating students
to read beforehand—not out of anxiety at the prospect of receiving a
low grade on a pop quiz, but in response to the encouragement of an
instructor who gives them both an intellectual reason and the freedom
to fulfill the assignment” (p. 235).

Previewing course reading to increase student reading compliance
can be accomplished in several ways. At the most basic level, the
mention of specific readings during a class presentation will increase
the likelihood that students will read that work. As Marshall (1974)
found, although “few students even bother to use most of the material
at all....those items given preference in the lectures are well used” (p.
456). Bean (1996), Davis (1993), and Cannon and Newble (2000)
also recommend allocating time during in-class lectures and
discussions to tell students something about upcoming reading
assignments in order to pique their interest. Because students often
wonder why faculty consider reading assignments important, they will
listen carefully to brief comments about why a reading assignment is
interesting and connected fo prior and future issues.

Tip 8: Use class activities that increase compliance and
effectiveness

A number of active and collaborative learning strategies receive

frequent praise for their utility in encouraging students to read course

material. Included among those activities are the following:

+ Reading Guides: Summarize important concepts found in
assigned reading and identify areas where students may find
the going tough. Useful items to include in a reading guide are
such things as help with technical vocabulary, explanation of
background concepts and cultural values that the author
expects readers to be aware of, and suggestions for making the
most out of illustrations, charts, graphs, and tables in the text.
Study questions: Provided in class or via a course webpage,
questions keyed to key points in the required reading can
increase the numbers of students who read course material.
However, the technique has a drawback in that students may
use these questions as last-minute test preparation material, not
as guides to help their “realtime” understanding of concepts.
Short writing assignments: Ask students to explore in writing
links between reading assigned for a class meeting and the
topic(s) that will be addressed during the current class period
(or, that were the focus of a preceding class meeting).

Tip 9: Use class time

Allow in-class time (approximately 15 minutes) for students to read
material that is “high priority,” particularly if that material will form the
core of the class presentation or activities that follow.

Tip 10: Require prior reading

One reason that faculty assign course-based reading is so that students
will, hopefully, be prepared and want to participate in subsequent class
activity and discussions. Reading compliance is necessary to achieving

“ For more complete suggestions on ways to link reading to class activity, see Bean (1996) pp. 133-148, Davis (1993) pp. 199-201, and “When they don’t do

the reading” (1989).



this outcome, because as Burchfield and Sappington (2000) found,
“failure to read assignments is a strong predictor of nonparticipation”
(p. 58). To combat low reading compliance levels among students,
McDougall and Cordeiro (1993) advocate the use of random
questioning because relying on students to volunteer to participate in
class discussion and activity “actually reinforces the ‘nonpreparation’
behavior of students who fail to volunteer” (p. 41).

McDougall and Cordeiro (1993) acknowledge that random
questioning will strike many faculty members as heavy-handed and
many students as mean. Yet, they argue that the method’s benefits
carry the day:
...potential or actual discomfort with the procedure should be
minimized as students and instructors alike begin to reap the
personal benefits of consistent preparation for lecture and
discussion, including: (a) increased engagement, understanding,
and participation; (b) more consistent coverage of assigned
readings and course objectives; (c) decreased reliance on time-
honored traditions such as cramming for exams or reading
assignments only after lecture and discussion have occurred; and
(d) improved short- and longterm academic outcomes. (p. 48)

Tip 11: Test over reading material

Testing students over material contained in assigned reading, and, in
particular testing students over reading assignments not covered in
class, is the most punitive of strategies presented here to increase
student compliance with course reading. The rationale supporting such
testing comes from faculty with different perspectives. On the pragmatic
side, McDougall and Cordeiro (1993) argue that “many students
simply do not complete assigned readings punctually or effectively in
the absence of periodic verification or impending grade-contingent
tasks” (p. 47). Although he advocates classroom activities that motivate
students to read without the threat of a test, even Lowman (1995)
acknowledges that including test questions over required reading that is
not the focus of in<lass presentation or discussion can induce some
students to read material that they would not read otherwise.

Develop Needed Reading Skills and Attitudes
To be effective classroom teachers, it is often necessary to be also an

effective teacher of reading skills and attitudes.

Tip 12: Teach reading strategies overtly

Any teacher who includes reading assignments in a course should also
ensure that students have the reading tools they need to use that
material for the purposes intended. To read course material at the level
of adroitness that faculty desire, students will need to be taught how to
do so. Even skills that seem basic to faculty warrant direct instruction,
including such a simple skill as marking texts. Nist and Kirby (1989)
explain why text marking offers a useful starting point for developing
students’ reading skills: “Text marking is generally ignored [in
secondary education] because high school students are not permitted
to mark their books. Yet it is assumed that college freshmen should be
able to make the transition to text marking by the sheer fact that they
are college students” (p. 336).

Providing students with suggestions about how to mark texts that work
particularly well in specific content areas does not have to be a big
burden, nor does it need to entail onerous preparation. A good place
to start is to reproduce several pages from the course textbook that
are marked in a manner that can aid learning. Even better is to provide
annotation of the marking that explains the strategy used and the
choice made to determine what was marked and what was not. Such
modeling serves two purposes: 1) it brings reading material into class
as an object of inclass discussion, and in doing so legitimates the
textbook (or other reading materials) and 2) it provides a model of
how experts approach material presented in complex structures,
including making sense of technical language, shuttling between text
and supporting materials, cross-referencing topics via the text's index,
and using study guides for formative assessment purposes.

Such inclass (or out-of-class modeling via a course website) instruction

should occur early in the term. As Nist and Kirby's study of student text
marking strategies revealed “while students tend to develop marking
patterns and consistently utilize these patterns as they mark text,
students, overall, fail to effectively mark texts.” The lack of marking skill
is often due to the absence of an effective guiding rationale. Nist and
Kirby (1989) found that the material that students
...most often marked was factual material of a nonconceptual
nature or random information that probably should not have
been marked in the first place. Students seemed to have a
difficult time in selecting and marking key ideas in spite of the
fact that publishers include numerous cues and textual aids
supposedly included to help students...Students ignored these
aids (p. 335).

It is never too early fo help students tell the forest from the trees. And,
given the difficulty of learning to deal effectively with academic prose,
such assistance cannot be offered too often.

Follow Up
Teachers can set the expectation that reading compliance is essential

for a course in many ways, including the strategies described above.
However, students will need on-going, organized reinforcement if they
are to accept that expectation. Paying regular attention to reading
compliance is important because of the norming influence that such
attention triggers (Burchfield & Sappington, 2000).

Tip 13: Use Classroom Assessment Techniques (CATs) to assess
compliance

The cost of not monitoring compliance is marked. Burchfield and

Sappington (2000) predict several undesirable results:
Failure to monitor reading compliance sends a message to
students that this aspect of learning is optional and of little
concern to the instructor. In that sort of climate, it would not be
surprising that students would postpone reading until a pending
exam made it a practical necessity. Also, the unprepared student
is more likely to adopt the role of silent, uninvolved observer
than is the prepared student.” (p. 59)

A number of classroom assessment techniques (CATs) (Angelo &
Cross, 1993) can provide teachers with an accurate picture of student
compliance with assigned reading. One approach is simple:
periodically ask students to anonymously report if they have
completed reading assignments for a given class period (McDougall
& Cordiero, 1993). Burchfield and Sappington (2000) routinely
include the question, “I read my entire assignment for today, true or
false,” on class quizzes (p. 59). Angelo and Cross (1993) present fifty
CATs that offer myriad approaches to assessing the state of student
reading compliance. CATs can provide teachers with important insight
into the beliefs that students have about course-linked reading and the
rationale(s) used as they choose to read/not read for class.

Tip 14: Get assistance where/when needed

Few college teachers are trained to teach reading. It behooves them to
become familiar with specialists who staff campus reading programs.
Maleki and Heerman's IDEA paper, “Improving Student Reading”
(1992), offers a good introduction to the ways in which college faculty
can collaborate with such student support services both to help
individual students develop needed reading skills and to shape a
campus culture that values reading as part of a mature learning process.

Conclusion

Changing the academic landscape so that most students read most
course assignments most of the time is a complex challenge. The
complexity lies in the fact that when college faculty members state that
they want students to be better readers, they are being somewhat
misleading in articulating their concern. Leamnson (1999) unpacks
their embedded meaning by pointing out “What can be developed,
given good teaching, energy, and some luck, is not so much a skill in
thinking, but the habit of thinking.... The ability to do a thing is different
from the inclination to do it routinely, out of habit” (p. 29).



