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Preface for Instructors

Academic writing is the challenging intellectual price of admission to 
college. Not only must students learn to write, they also must learn 

to read — and even to think — in complex new ways. That’s where From 
Inquiry to Academic Writing comes in. As it acknowledges and explains 
the challenges of academic writing, it offers a clear, methodical approach 
to meeting those challenges. Our students, and many others, have told us 
that the approach demystifies academic thinking, reading, and writing, 
while helping them see that the rewards of learning such skills carry over 
to civic and life issues beyond their college years.

More specifically, From Inquiry to Academic Writing is a composition 
rhetoric and reader that introduces students to college-level inquiry, analy-
sis, and argument. It is based on a first-year composition course where we 
guide students to produce essays that use evidence and sources in increas-
ingly complex ways. In this book as well as our classes, we present aca-
demic writing as a collaborative conversation, undertaken in the pursuit 
of new knowledge. We teach students to see that academic writing is a 
social act in which they are expected to work responsibly with the ideas of 
others. At the same time, we encourage students to see themselves as mak-
ers of knowledge who use sources to advance arguments about important 
academic and cultural issues. 

■  A Closer Look at the Rhetoric Text

Broadly speaking, the rhetoric text follows a path that begins with aca-
demic thinking and proceeds through academic reading and research, inte-
grating academic writing throughout. Nevertheless, Chapters 1 through 11 
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are freestanding enough to be taught in any order that suits your course. 
What unites them is our constant emphasis on the recursive and overlap-
ping nature of these thinking, reading, and writing skills and the centrality 
of the writing process. Indeed, we assume students will be writing through-
out the semester and so we punctuate every chapter with short readings 
and activities that ask students to pause and attempt the kinds of writing 
they will need to practice through the various stages of developing their 
papers. 

Chapter 1 presents an overview of academic writing as a process 
motivated by inquiry, and is followed by chapters that offer strategies for 
reading critically and working with other writers’ ideas. Inevitably, read-
ing and writing processes are intertwined. Thus in Chapter 2 we encour-
age students to practice “writerly” reading — reading texts as writers who 
can analyze critically the decisions other writers make — so that they can 
implement the most appropriate strategies given their own purpose for 
writing. While Chapters 2 through 5 address the nuts and bolts of getting  
started on writing, from how to mark a text to forming questions and devel-
oping a working thesis, we recognize that this process is rarely linear, and  
that it benefits from conversation with invested readers. Chapters 6 and 
7 help students develop and support their theses by providing a range of 
strategies for finding and working with sources, for example showing stu-
dents the ways they can use summary, paraphrase, and synthesis in the 
service of their purposes as writers. In Chapters 8 and 9 we link “writerly” 
reading with the ability to practice “readerly” writing, or writing that is 
self-conscious about the needs of real readers.

Chapter 10 presents revision in the context of peer groups. The responses 
of classmates can help students determine when they might need to read  
additional material before shaping more effective research questions, for 
example, or when a draft indicates that more evidence-gathering will be 
needed to support a student’s argument. Our supporting materials for peer 
workshops foster productive group interaction at every stage of the peer 
review process. Finally, in Chapter 11, we provide students with strategies 
for conducting original research that build upon earlier chapters on using 
personal experience or writing a researched argument.

As we noted earlier, although the process of developing an academic 
argument can be messy and unruly, the structured step-by-step pedagogy 
in the rhetoric text should support students during each stage of the pro
cess. Most readings are followed by “Reading as a Writer” questions that 
send students back into the reading to respond to the rhetorical moves 
writers make. In every chapter, “Steps to” boxes summarize the major 
points about each stage of thinking, reading, and writing, offering quick 
references that bring key information into focus for student review and 
practice. “Practice Sequences” in each chapter ask students to try out and 
build on the strategies we have explained or demonstrated. We also pro-
vide templates, formulas, and worksheets that students may use to gener-
ate ideas or to organize information as they read and write. Your students 
should feel further supported and encouraged by seeing the abundance of 
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student writing we use as examples in the rhetoric text, side by side with 
the examples of professional writing we include. 

■  A Closer Look at the Thematic Reader

The thematic reader chapters (12 through 17) are organized into disci
plinary issues and include many selections that are lengthy and thoroughly 
documented. They approximate the kinds of reading and writing college 
students are expected to do in most of their upper-level classes. Although 
the selections are generally longer and more complex than those found  
in most other first-year composition readers, students who have had some 
practice with the reading and writing strategies in the first part of the book 
are generally more than up to the task of working with these readings. 
Moreover, our students are usually exhilarated by what they discover in the 
readings — the kind of “big thinking” they came to college to experience. 

As you would expect in a book that emphasizes cross-curricular writ-
ing, many of the readings are taken from journals and publications intended 
for scholarly audiences, and thus model what would traditionally be con-
sidered academic writing. Among these are selections by Judith Lorber, 
Noël Sturgeon, and Shari L. Dworkin and Michael A. Messner, scholars 
whose texts are influential among their peers in the university and whose 
ideas are respected and admired by those outside academia. Other selec-
tions are drawn from thought-provoking and engaging books on recent 
New York Times best sellers’ lists, many of which have been required read-
ing on college campuses. The authors of these books — Stephen Johnson, 
Thomas L. Friedman, and Deborah Tannen, to name only a few — are intel-
lectuals who use the same kinds of strategies of research and analysis as 
academic writers, and like academic writers they use those skills to take on 
big ideas, frame them in interesting new ways, and offer striking examples  
that present them provocatively to readers. Still other readings — by Eric 
Schlosser, Barbara Ehrenreich, and Michael Pollan, for example — are 
brief and accessible, chosen to draw students into the conversation of 
ideas that longer selections unpack and extend in greater detail.

While all these readings are at some level researched essays — texts that 
build on ideas others have written — they also provide students with a wide 
range of rhetorical styles to use as models. Some readings take a journal-
istic approach, some occasionally dip into autobiographical details, with 
authors using personal anecdotes to explain their interest in an issue or 
illustrate an example, while other readings take a more formal tone, rely-
ing on research and expertise to build their arguments. We chose these 
selections in part because of the many different strategies they use to make 
many different kinds of connections — from the personal to the scholarly, 
from individual experiences to larger social patterns. This multi-leveled 
inquiry is at the heart of the thinking and writing we invite students to 
learn in this book. 

We have divided the selections in the reader into six chapters, each 
focused on an issue broadly associated with a particular discipline: 
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Chapter 12 on Education contains readings that ask, “What does it 
mean to be educated, and who decides?” The authors in this chapter ask 
us to question our common assumptions about how classrooms operate, 
from the dynamics between teacher and student to the very material that 
has been designated “important knowledge.” These readings help students 
to see their past and present educational experiences through fresh eyes, 
prompting them to consider the relationship between education and social 
power, and to envision alternatives to standard educational practices and 
goals. 

Chapter 13 on Media Studies explores “what can we learn from 
what entertains us” with probing readings on popular culture, from Neil 
Postman’s classic analysis of television as an educational medium to con-
temporary examinations of the Twilight series and the social networking 
phenomenon. Too often students are reluctant to think critically about 
popular entertainment, but these readings provide the provocations and 
tools to do so.

Chapter 14 looks at the world of Business from the perspective of how 
marketers conceive and appeal to the consumer demographic of children. 
Beginning with Eric Schlosser’s concise summary of the whys and where-
fores of marketing to “Kid Kustomers” and ending with Daniel Hade’s 
sweeping perspective on childhood in the age of global media, these read-
ings should open students’ eyes to how their own comings-of-age have 
been influenced by the forces of commerce.

Chapter 15 on International Relations contains readings that ask 
“Who are ‘we’ in relation to ‘others’?” The authors offer models for mak-
ing sense of the interrelated concerns of nationalism and globalization 
that shape our daily lives, whether we are conscious of them or not. What 
do the game of soccer, the economy of India, and philosophical specula-
tions about cosmopolitanism and education help us see about our present 
understandings of politics and economics? These readings suggest some 
clarifying paths through this complex arena of ideas. 

Chapter 16 on Biology takes a broad view in response to the ques-
tion of “How do we try to control our bodies?” Efforts to tamper with and 
improve both minds (in essays by Margaret Talbot and Toine Pieters and 
Stephen Snelders) and bodies (selections by Sharlene Nagy Hesse-Biber 
and Virginia L. Blum among others) are discussed and analyzed in the 
chapter.

Chapter 17 on Environmental Studies raises topics of environmen-
tal damage and sustainability as it explores the issue of “What effects do 
we have on the natural world?” For example, Anna Lappé connects our 
eating habits to global climate problems, an article from The Nation sug-
gest ways to combat world hunger, and Michael Pollan makes the case 
that small personal efforts can have a cumulative positive effect on the  
environment.

Every selection in the thematic reader is introduced by a headnote 
that provides biographical and contextual information, as well as some 
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suggestions for what students might pay attention to as they read it. Fur-
ther, every reading is followed by two kinds of questions, “Reading as a 
Writer: Analyzing Rhetorical Choices,” which asks students to consider 
the stylistic decisions a writer makes in crafting the piece, and “Writing as 
a Reader: Entering the Conversation of Ideas,” which uses each essay 
as a launching point for further inquiry, research, and discovery about an 
issue raised in the text. The questions and assignments in the reader sup-
port students by reinforcing the skills and strategies of rhetorical reading 
and inquiry-based writing presented in the rhetoric.

The book concludes with Assignment Sequences for instructors to 
implement or adapt to their specific needs. They define a subject for inquiry 
and offer a sequential path through readings and several writing assign-
ments that build on one another. Assignment sequences give students the 
opportunity to engage in intellectual inquiry that lasts longer than one 
assignment. Rather than writing a paper and then moving onto a com-
pletely new topic, then, each paper students write in a sequence will help 
them develop the ideas in the next paper, as they consider an issue from 
many perspectives, and with a range of sources. In other words, these 
assignment sequences invite students to read, research, and write with the 
habits of mind and practices of academic writers who are in conversation 
with other thinkers, and who also bring scholarly analysis to experiences 
beyond the classroom.

An Appendix introduces the basics of documentation in MLA and 
APA styles.

■  New to the Second Edition

We are gratified that the publisher’s surveys showed that instructors who 
used the first edition found our approach to academic writing to be effec-
tive and popular with their students. The main change in the second edi-
tion is that we have gathered many more readings from a greater variety 
of sources, making the book more flexible for teachers and, we trust, more 
current, accessible, and engaging for students. We include about 40 percent  
more reading selections throughout. Although most of the readings con-
tinue to be longer, more challenging, and just more academic than those 
found in the majority of composition readers, we know that students are 
and will be wrestling with challenging reading and writing tasks in their 
other courses, and where better to practice skillful engagement with aca-
demic texts than in a writing course? For variety, and to address the wide 
range of student readiness, we also include shorter selections by academ-
ics and public intellectuals that invite a general audience of readers to 
enter conversations of ideas.

The new readings are most evident in the thematic chapters. Instruc-
tors who have examined or used the first edition will now notice these chap- 
ters are organized around university disciplines: Education, Media Studies,  
Business, International Relations, Biology, and Environmental Studies. 
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Some of the brief new readings include a recent blog entry by Barbara 
Ehrenreich on the outsourcing of local news items to underpaid newswrit-
ers in India (in the International Relations chapter), a three-page analysis 
by Carmen D. Siering that reveals the anti-feminist bent of the Twilight 
series (Media Studies), and an essay by Pamela Paul on the hidden perils 
of household cleaning products (Environmental Studies). Such short read-
ings give students a rapid and meaningful entrée to the topics explored by 
longer pieces in the chapters.

We have also made a number of changes to the rhetoric chapters, 
many of these revisions involving readings as well. Overall, we tried to 
increase the range of genres represented as we enhanced the currency of 
the readings and the immediacy of the topics. A few highlights: 

• � Chapter 1 on habits of academic writing now concludes with literacy 
narratives by Richard Rodriguez and Gerald Graff, writers who describe 
their initiation into academic habits of mind. 	

• � Chapters 2 and 3 now include brief contemporary essays that enact aca-
demic conversation. In Chapter 2, Eugene Provenza Jr. responds to E. D.  
Hirsch’s classic manifesto on cultural literacy that precedes it in the 
chapter; in Chapter 3, two writers respond to the issue of grade inflation.

• � Chapter 7 is no longer built around readings on the civil rights era, but 
around a sequence of short recent essays about whether online writing 
practices such as texting develop students’ sense of audience better than 
more formal writing instruction.

• � Throughout the rhetoric, more student essays have been added, and all 
of them have been annotated to call out the rhetorical moves the student 
writers perform in their model essays. For example, in Chapter 5 a stu-
dent essay on texting and literacy is annotated to show how the student 
states and supports a thesis.

We have added a section on visual rhetoric to the end of Chapter 8’s 
discussion of rhetorical appeals and logic. We know that students are 
adept at detecting the appeals of advertisements, but we have provided 
them with an overtly rhetorical method for performing such analy-
sis, supported with a sample analysis and additional opportunities for  
practice. 

■  Available as an E-Book

From Inquiry to Academic Writing is available as an e-book in the Course
Smart PDF format. Online, interactive, and at a value price, Bedford 
e-books can be purchased stand-alone or packaged with a print book. Get 
an exam copy, adopt for your course, or have students purchase a copy 
at bedfordstmartins.com. Please contact your Bedford/St. Martin’s Press 
representative for more details. 
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■  The Text Is Available Separately

If you are interested in assigning only the rhetoric chapters, they are avail-
able without the thematic chapters as From Inquiry to Academic Writing: A 
Practical Guide, Second Edition.

■  Additional Resources

We have prepared an instructor’s manual, Resources for Teaching From 
Inquiry to Academic Writing: A Text and Reader, Second Edition. The first 
part of the manual addresses every step of the process of academic writing 
we set forth in the rhetoric text, with additional comments on the readings 
integrated in the text chapters. Not only do we discuss many of the issues 
involved in taking our rhetorical approach to academic argument — prob-
lems and questions students and instructors may have — we also suggest 
background readings on the research informing our approach. The second 
part of the manual provides concrete strategies for teaching the selections 
in the thematic reader, and is based on our own experiences working with 
these readings. We also suggest possible responses to the questions that 
follow the readings in Part Two.

The instructor’s manual is available as a bound volume, but can 
also be downloaded from the companion site, bedfordstmartins.com/
frominquiry. Additional resources on the Web site include downloadable 
templates, worksheets, and summary boxes for students; AuthorLinks 
that supplement the readings in the book; and connections to the suite of 
online resources offered by Bedford/St.Martin’s, including Re:Writing.
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1

Starting with Inquiry
Habits of Mind of Academic Writers

WHAT IS ACADEMIC WRITING?

In the strictest sense, academic writing is what scholars do to communi-
cate with other scholars in their fields of study, their disciplines. It’s the 

research report a biologist writes, the interpretive essay a literary scholar 
composes, the media analysis a film scholar produces. At the same time, 
academic writing is what you have to learn so that you can participate in 
the different disciplinary conversations that take place in your courses. 
You have to learn to think like an academic, read like an academic, do 
research like an academic, and write like an academic — even if you have 
no plans to continue your education and become a scholar yourself. Learn-
ing these skills is what this book is about.

Fair warning: It isn’t easy. Initially you may be perplexed by the vocab-
ulary and sentence structure of many of the academic essays you read. 
Scholars use specialized language to capture the complexity of an issue or 
to introduce specific ideas from their discipline. Every discipline has its  
own vocabulary. You probably can think of words and phrases that are 
not used every day but that are necessary, nevertheless, to express certain 
ideas precisely. For example, consider the terms centrifugal force, Oedi-
pus complex, and onomatopoeia. These terms carry with them a history of 
study; when you learn to use them, you also are learning to use the ideas 
they represent. Such terms help us describe the world specifically rather 
than generally; they help us better understand how things work and how 
to make better decisions about what matters to us.

Sentence structure presents another challenge. The sentences in aca-
demic writing are often longer and more intricate than the sentences in 
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popular magazines. Academics strive to go beyond what is quick, obvious, 
and general. They ask questions based on studying a subject from mul-
tiple points of view, to make surprising connections that would not occur 
to someone who has not studied the subject carefully. It follows that aca-
demic writers are accustomed to extensive reading that prepares them to 
examine an issue, knowledgeably, from many different perspectives, and to  
make interesting intellectual use of what they discover in their research. 
To become an adept academic writer, you have to learn these practices  
as well.

Academic writing will challenge you, no doubt. But hang in there. Any 
initial difficulty you have with academic writing will pay off when you dis-
cover new ways of looking at the world and of making sense of it. More-
over, the habits of mind and core skills of academic writing are highly 
valued in the world outside the academy.

Basically, academic writing entails making an argument — text crafted 
to persuade an audience — often in the service of changing people’s minds 
and behaviors. When you write an academic essay, you have to

•  define a situation that calls for some response in writing;

•  demonstrate the timeliness of your argument;

•  establish a personal investment;

• � appeal to readers whose minds you want to change by understanding 
what they think, believe, and value;

•  support your argument with good reasons;

• � anticipate and address readers’ reasons for disagreeing with you, while 
encouraging them to adopt your position.

Academic argument is not about shouting down an opponent. Instead, 
it is the careful expression of an idea or perspective based on reasoning 
and the insights garnered from a close examination of the arguments oth-
ers have made on the issue.

The chapters in the first part of this book introduce you to the habits of 
mind and core skills of academic writing. By habits of mind, we mean the 
patterns of thought that lead you to question assumptions and opinions, 
explore alternative opinions, anticipate opposing arguments, compare one 
type of experience to another, and identify the causes and consequences of 
ideas and events. These forms of critical thinking demand an inquiring 
mind that welcomes complexities and seeks out and weighs many differ-
ent points of view, a mind willing to enter complex conversations both in 
and out of the academy. We discuss academic habits of mind in the rest of 
Chapter 1 and refer to them throughout this book.

Such habits of mind are especially important today, when we are bom-
barded with appeals to buy this or that product and with information that 
may or may not be true. For example, in “106 Science Claims and a Truck-
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ful of Baloney” (The Best American Science and Nature Writing, 2005), Wil-
liam Speed Weed illustrates the extent to which the claims of science vie 
for our attention alongside the claims of advertising. He notes that adver-
tisers often package their claims as science, but wonders whether a box of 
Cheerios really can reduce cholesterol.

As readers we have a responsibility to test the claims of both science 
and advertising in order to decide what to believe and act upon. Weed 
found that “very few of the 100 claims” he evaluated “proved completely 
true” and that “a good number were patently false.” Testing the truth of 
claims — learning to consider information carefully and critically and to 
weigh competing points of view before making our own judgments — gives 
us power over our own lives.

The habits of mind and practices valued by academic writers are prob-
ably ones you already share. You are behaving “academically” when you 
comparison-shop, a process that entails learning about the product in 
magazines and on the Internet and then looking at the choices firsthand 
before you decide which one you will purchase. You employ these same 
habits of mind when you deliberate over casting a vote in an election. You 
inform yourself about the issues that are most pressing; you learn about 
the candidates’ positions on these issues; you consider other arguments 
for and against both issues and candidates; and you weigh those argu-
ments and your own understanding to determine which candidate you will 
support.

Fundamentally, academic habits of mind are analytical. When you 
consider a variety of factors — the quality and functionality of the item you 
plan to buy, how it meets your needs, how it compares to similar items 
before making a shopping choice — you are conducting an analysis. That 
is, you are pausing to examine the reasons why you should buy something, 
instead of simply handing over your cash and saying, “I want one of those.” 

To a certain extent, analysis involves breaking something down into 
its various parts and reflecting on how the parts do or don’t work together. 
For example, when you deliberate over your vote, you may consult one of 
those charts that newspapers often run around election time: A list of can-
didates appears across the top of the chart, and a list of issues appears on 
the side. You can scan the columns to see where each candidate stands on 
the issues, and you can scan the rows to see how the candidates compare 
on a particular issue. The newspaper editors have performed a prelimi-
nary analysis for you. They’ve asked, “Who are the candidates?” “What are 
the issues?” and “Where does each candidate stand on the issues?”; and 
they have presented the answers to you in a format that can help you make 
your decision.

But you still have to perform your own analysis of the information 
before you cast your ballot. Suppose no candidate holds your position on 
every issue. Whom do you vote for? Which issues are most important to 
you? Or suppose two candidates hold your position on every issue. Which 
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one do you vote for? What characteristics or experience are you looking 
for in an elected official? And you may want to investigate further by visit-
ing the candidates’ Web sites or by talking with your friends to gather their 
thoughts on the election.

As you can see, analysis involves more than simply disassembling or 
dissecting something. It is a process of continually asking questions and 
looking for answers. Analysis reflects, in the best sense of the word, a skep-
tical habit of mind, an unwillingness to settle for obvious answers in the 
quest to understand why things are the way they are and how they might 
be different.

This book will help you develop the questioning, evaluating, and con-
versational skills you already have into strategies that will improve your 
ability to make careful, informed judgments about the often conflicting 
and confusing information you are confronted with every day. With these 
strategies, you will be in a position to use your writing skills to create 
change where you feel it is most needed.

The first steps in developing these skills are to recognize the key 
academic habits of mind and then to refine your practice of them. We 
explore four key habits of mind in the rest of this chapter:

	1.	 inquiring, 

	2.	 seeking and valuing complexity, 

	3.	 understanding that academic writing is a conversation, and 

	4.	 understanding that writing is a process.

ACADEMIC WRITERS MAKE INQUIRIES

Academic writers usually study a body of information so closely and from 
so many different perspectives that they can ask questions that may not 
occur to people who are just scanning the information. That is, academic 
writers learn to make inquiries. Every piece of academic writing begins 
with a question about the way the world works, and the best questions 
lead to rich, complex insights that others can learn from and build on.

You will find that the ability to ask good questions is equally valuable 
in your daily life. Asking thoughtful questions about politics, popular cul-
ture, work, or anything else — questions like What exactly did that candi-
date mean by “Family values are values for all of us,” anyway? What is lost 
and gained by bringing Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings trilogy to the screen? 
What does it take to move ahead in this company? — is the first step in 
understanding how the world works and how it can be changed.

Inquiry typically begins with observation, a careful noting of phe-
nomena or behaviors that puzzle you or challenge your beliefs and values 
(in a text or in the real world). Observing phenomena prompts an attempt 
to understand them by asking questions (Why does this exist? Why is this 
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happening? Do things have to be this way?) and examining alternatives 
(Maybe this doesn’t need to exist. Maybe this could happen another way 
instead.). 

For example, Mark Edmundson, a professor of English at the Uni-
versity of Virginia, observes that his students seem to prefer classes they 
consider “fun” over those that push them to work hard. This prompts 
him to ask how the consumer culture — especially the entertainment cul-
ture — has altered the college experience. In his essay “On the Uses of a 
Liberal Education,” he wonders what it means that colleges increasingly 
see students as customers they need to please with Club Med–style exer-
cise facilities that look “like a retirement spread for the young” more than 
as minds to be educated. He further asks what will happen if we don’t 
change course — if entertaining students and making them feel good about 
themselves continue to be higher priorities than challenging students to 
stretch themselves with difficult ideas. Finally, he looks at alternatives to 
entertainment-style education and examines those alternatives to see what 
they would offer students.

In her reading on the American civil rights movement of the 1950s and 
1960s, one of our students observed that the difficulties many immigrant 
groups experienced when they first arrived in the United States are not 
acknowledged as struggles for civil rights. This student of Asian descent 
wondered why the difficulties Asians faced in assimilating into American 
culture are not seen as analogous to the efforts of African Americans to 
gain civil rights (Why are things this way?). In doing so, she asked a number 
of relevant questions: What do we leave out when we tell stories about our-
selves? Why reduce the struggle for civil rights to black-and-white terms? 
How can we represent the multiple struggles of people who have contrib-
uted to building our nation? Then she examined alternatives — different 
ways of presenting the history of a nation that prides itself on justice and 
the protection of its people’s civil rights (Maybe this doesn’t need to exist. 
Maybe this could happen another way.). The academic writing you will 
read — and write yourself — starts with questions and seeks to find rich 
answers.

Steps to Inquiry

n1	� Observe. Note phenomena or behaviors that puzzle you or chal-
lenge your beliefs and values.

n2	� Ask questions. Consider why things are the way they are.

n3	� Examine alternatives. Explore how things could be different.
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A Practice Sequence: Inquiring

The activities below will help you practice the strategies of observing, 
asking questions, and examining alternatives.

	n1 �	 ��Find an advertisement for a political campaign (you can find many 
political ads on the Internet), and write down anything about what 
you observe in the ad that puzzles you or that challenges your 
beliefs and values. Next, write down questions you might have  
(Do things have to be this way?). Finally, write down other ways 
you think the ad could persuade you to vote for this particular  
candidate (Maybe this could happen another way instead.).

	n2 �	��� Locate and analyze data about the students at your school. For 
example, you might research the available majors and determine 
which departments have the highest and lowest enrollments. 
(Some schools have fact books that can be accessed online; and 
typically the registrar maintains a database with this information.) 
Is there anything that puzzles you? Write down any questions you 
have (Why are things the way they are?). What alternative explana-
tions can you provide to account for differences in the popularity 
of the subjects students major in?

ACADEMIC WRITERS SEEK AND VALUE COMPLEXITY

Seeking and valuing complexity are what inquiry is all about. As you read 
academic arguments (for example, about school choice), observe how 
the media work to influence your opinions (for example, in political ads), 
or analyze data (for example, about candidates in an election), you will 
explore reasons why things are the way they are and how they might be 
different. When you do so, we encourage you not to settle for simple either/
or reasons. Instead, look for multiple explanations.

When we rely on binary thinking — imagining there are only two 
sides to an issue — we tend to ignore information that does not fall tidily 
into one side or the other. Think of the sound-bite assertions you hear ban-
died about on talk shows on the pretext of “discussing” a hot-button issue 
like stem-cell research or abortion: “It’s just wrong/right because it is!” 
Real-world questions (How has the Internet changed our sense of what it 
means to be a writer? What are the global repercussions of fast food? How 
do we make sense of terrorism?) don’t have easy for-or-against answers. 
Remember that an issue is a subject that can be explored and debated. 
Issue-based questions, then, need to be approached with a mind open to 
complex possibilities. (We say more about identifying issues and formulat-
ing issue-based questions in Chapter 4.)

If we take as an example the issue of terrorism, we would discover that 
scholars of religion, economics, ethics, and politics tend to ask very differ-
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ent questions about terrorism and to propose very different approaches for 
addressing this worldwide problem. This doesn’t mean that one approach 
is right and the others are wrong; it means that complex issues are likely to 
have multiple explanations, rather than a simple choice between A and B.

In her attempt to explain the popularity of the Harry Potter books and 
movies, Elizabeth Teare, a professor of English, provides a window on the  
steps we can take to examine the complexity of a topic. She begins her 
essay “Harry Potter and the Technology of Magic” with the observations 
that author J. K. Rowling is one of the ten most influential people in pub-
lishing and that her books have “transformed both the technologies of 
reading and the way we understand those technologies.” Motivated by 
a sense of curiosity, if not puzzlement, Teare formulates a guiding ques-
tion: “What is it that makes these books — about a lonely boy whose first 
act on learning he is a wizard is to go shopping for a wand — not only an 
international phenomenon among children and parents and teachers but 
also a topic of compelling interest to literary, social, and cultural critics?” 
Notice that in doing so, she indicates that she will examine this question 
from the multiple perspectives of literary, social, and cultural critics. To 
find answers to this question, Teare explores a range of perspectives from 
a variety of sources, including publishers’ Web sites, trade journals, aca-
demic studies, and works of fiction for young readers.

One of our students was curious about why a well-known musician, 
Eminem, was at once so widely popular and so bitterly reviled, a phenom-
enon he observed in discussions with friends and in reviews of Eminem’s 
music. He set out to understand these conflicting responses by examin-
ing the differing perspectives of music critics, politicians, religious evan-
gelists, and his peers; and then he formulated an issue-based question: 
“How can we explain Eminem’s popularity given the ways people criticize 
Eminem personally and his music?” In looking at this issue, the student 
opened himself to complexity by resisting simple answers to his question 
about why Eminem and his music evoked such different and conflicting 
responses.

Steps to Seeking and Valuing Complexity

n1	� Reflect on what you observe. Clarify your initial interest in a phe-
nomenon or behavior by focusing on its particular details. Then 
reflect on what is most interesting and least interesting to you 
about these details, and why.

n2	� Examine issues from multiple points of view. Imagine more than 
two sides to the issue, and recognize that there may well be other 
points of view too.

n3	� Ask issue-based questions. Try to put into words questions that 
will help you explore why things are the way they are.



8 CHAPTER 1        Starting with Inquiry: Habits of Mind of Academic Writers

A Practice Sequence: Seeking and Valuing Complexity

These activities build on the previous exercises we asked you to  
complete.

	n1 �	 ��Look again at the political ad. Think about other perspectives that 
would complicate your understanding of how the ad might per-
suade voters.

	n2 �	��� Imagine other perspectives on the data you found on the students 
in your school. Let’s say, for example, that you’ve looked at data 
on student majors. How did you explain the popularity of certain 
majors and the unpopularity of others? How do you think other 
students would explain these discrepancies? What explanations 
would faculty members offer?

ACADEMIC WRITERS SEE WRITING  
AS A CONVERSATION

Another habit of mind at the heart of academic writing is the understand-
ing that ideas always build on and respond to other ideas, just as they do 
in the best kind of conversations. Of course, conversations in academic 
writing happen on the page; they are not spoken. Still, these conversations 
are quite similar to the conversations you have through e-mail and instant 
messaging: You are responding to something someone else has written (or 
said) and are writing back in anticipation of future responses.

Academic writing also places a high value on the belief that good, 
thoughtful ideas come from conversations with others, many others. As 
your exposure to other viewpoints increases, as you take more and differ-
ent points of view into consideration and build on them, your own ideas 
will develop more fully and fairly. You already know that to get a full pic-
ture of something, often you have to ask for multiple perspectives. When 
you want to find out what “really” happened at an event when your friends 
are telling you different stories, you listen to all of them and then evaluate 
the evidence to draw conclusions you can stand behind — just as academic 
writers do.

Theologian Martin Marty starts a conversation about hospitality in his 
book When Faiths Collide (2004). Hospitality is a word he uses to describe 
a human behavior that has the potential to bring about real understand-
ing among people who do not share a common faith or culture. As Marty 
points out, finding common ground is an especially important and timely 
concern “in a world where strangers meet strangers with gunfire, barrier 
walls, spiritually land-mined paths, and the spirit of revenge.” He believes 
that people need opportunities to share their stories, their values, and their 
beliefs; in doing so, they feel less threatened by ideas they do not under-
stand or identify with.
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Yet Marty anticipates the possibility that the notion of hospitality 
will be met with skepticism or incomprehension by those who find the 
term “dainty.” After all, he observes, that there are hospitality suites and 
hospitality industries suggests current usage of the term is different from 
historical usage, particularly in the Bible. To counter the incredulity or 
incomprehension of those who do not immediately understand his use of 
the term hospitality, Marty gives his readers entrée to a conversation with 
other scholars who understand the complexity and power of the kind of 
hospitality shown by people who welcome a stranger into their world. The 
stranger he has in mind may simply be the person who moves in next door; 
but that person could also be an immigrant, an exile, or a refugee.

Marty brings another scholar, Darrell Fasching, into the conversa-
tion to explain that hospitality entails welcoming “the stranger . . . [which] 
inevitably involves us in a sympathetic passing over into the other’s life and 
stories” (cited in Marty, p. 132). And John Koenig, another scholar Marty 
cites, traces the biblical sources of the term in an effort to show the value 
of understanding those we fear. That understanding, Marty argues, might 
lead to peace among warring factions. The conversation Marty begins on 
the page helps us see that his views on bringing about peace have their 
source in other people’s ideas. In turn, the fact that he draws on multiple 
sources gives strength to Marty’s argument.

The characteristics that make for effective oral conversation are also 
in play in effective academic conversation: empathy, respect, and a will
ingness to exchange and revise ideas. Empathy is the ability to under
stand the perspectives that shape what people think, believe, and value. To 
express both empathy and respect for the positions of all people involved in 
the conversation, academic writers try to understand the conditions under 
which each opinion might be true and then to represent the strengths of 
that position accurately.

For example, imagine that your firm commitment to protecting the 
environment is challenged by those who see the value of developing land 
rich with oil and other resources. In challenging their position, it would 
serve you well to understand their motives, both economic (lower gas 
prices, new jobs that will create a demand for new houses) and political 
(less dependence on foreign oil). If you can demonstrate your knowledge 
of these factors, those committed to developing resources in protected 
areas will listen to you. To convey empathy and respect while presenting 
your own point of view, you might introduce your argument by saying: 

Although it is important to develop untapped resources in remote areas of the 
United States both to lower gas prices and create new jobs and to eliminate our 
dependence on other countries’ resources, it is in everyone’s interest to use alterna-
tive sources of power and protect our natural resources. 

As you demonstrate your knowledge and a sense of shared values, you 
could also describe the conditions under which you might change your 
own position.
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People engaging in productive conversation try to create change by 
listening and responding to one another rather than dominating one an
other. Instead of trying to win an argument, they focus on reaching a 
mutual understanding. This does not mean that effective communicators  
do not take strong positions; more often than not they do. However, they 
are more likely to achieve their goals by persuading others instead of 
ignoring them and their points of view. Similarly, writers come to every 
issue with an agenda. But they realize that they may have to compromise 
on certain points to carry those that mean the most to them. More impor-
tant, they understand that their perceptions and opinions may be flawed 
or limited, and they are willing to revise them when valid new perspectives 
are introduced.

In an academic community, ideas develop through give-and-take, 
through a conversation that builds on what has come before and grows 
stronger from multiple perspectives. You will find this dynamic at work in 
your classes, when you discuss your ideas: You will build on other people’s 
insights, and they will build on yours. As a habit of mind, paying attention 
to academic conversations can improve the thinking and writing you do in 
every class you take.

Steps to Joining an Academic Conversation

n1	� Be receptive to the ideas of others. Listen carefully and empa-
thetically to what others have to say.

n2	� Be respectful of the ideas of others. When you refer to the opin-
ions of others, represent them fairly and use an evenhanded tone. 
Avoid sounding scornful or dismissive.

n3	� Engage with the ideas of others. Try to understand how people 
have arrived at their feelings and beliefs.

n4	� Be flexible in your thinking about the ideas of others. Be willing 
to exchange ideas and to revise your own opinions.

A Practice Sequence: Joining an Academic Conversation

The following excerpt is taken from Thomas Patterson’s The Vanishing 
Voter (2002), an examination of voter apathy. Read the excerpt and 
then complete the exercises that follow.

Does a diminished appetite for voting affect the health of American pol-
itics? Is society harmed when the voting rate is low or in decline? As the 
Chicago Tribune said in an editorial, it may be “humiliating” that the 
United States, the oldest continuous democracy, has nearly the lowest 
voting rate in the world. But does it have any practical significance? . . .
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The increasing number of nonvoters could be a danger to democ-
racy. Although high participation by itself does not trigger radical 
change, a flood of new voters into the electorate could possibly do it. 
It’s difficult to imagine a crisis big and divisive enough to prompt mil-
lions of new voters to suddenly flock to the polls, especially in light of 
Americans’ aversion to political extremism. Nevertheless, citizens who 
are outside the electorate are less attached to the existing system. As 
the sociologist Seymour Martin Lipset observed, a society of nonvoters 
“is potentially more explosive than one in which most citizens are regu-
larly involved in activities which give them some sense of participation 
in decisions which affect their lives.”

Voting can strengthen citizenship in other ways, too. When people 
vote, they are more attentive to politics and are better informed about 
issues affecting them. Voting also deepens community involvement, as 
the philosopher John Stuart Mill theorized a century ago. Studies indi-
cate that voters are more active in community affairs than nonvoters 
are. Of course, this association says more about the type of person who 
votes as opposed to the effect of voting. But recent evidence, as Harvard 
University’s Robert Putnam notes, “suggests that the act of voting itself 
encourages volunteering and other forms of government citizenship.”

	n1 �	 ��In this excerpt, Patterson presents two arguments: that increasing 
voter apathy is a danger to democracy and that voting strength-
ens citizenship. With which of these arguments do you sympathize 
more? Why? Can you imagine reasons that another person might 
not agree with you? Write them down. Now do the same exercise 
with the argument you find less compelling.

	n2 �	 ��Your instructor will divide the class into four groups and assign 
each group a position — pro or con — on one of Patterson’s argu-
ments. Brainstorm with the members of your group to come up 
with examples or reasons why your group’s position is valid. Make 
a list of those examples or reasons, and be prepared to present 
them to the class.

	n3 �	 ��Your instructor will now break up the groups into new groups, 
each with at least one representative of the original groups. In turn 
with the other members of your new group, take a few moments 
to articulate your position and the reasons for it. Remember to be 
civil and as persuasive as possible.

	n4 �	 ��Finally, with the other members of your new group, talk about the 
merits of the various points of view. Try to find common ground  
(“I understand what you are saying; in fact, it’s not unlike the point 
I was making about . . .”). The point of this discussion is not to pro-
nounce a winner (who made the best case for his or her perspec-
tive) but to explore common ground, exchange and revise ideas, 
and imagine compromises.
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ACADEMIC WRITERS UNDERSTAND  
THAT WRITING IS A PROCESS

Academic writing is a process of defining issues, formulating questions, 
and developing sound arguments. This view of writing counters a number 
of popular myths: that writing depends on inspiration, that writing should 
happen quickly, that learning to write in one context prepares you to write 
in other contexts, and that revision is the same as editing. The writing pro-
cess addresses these myths. First, choosing an idea that matters to you is 
one way to make your writing matter. And there’s a better chance that writ-
ing you care about will contribute in a meaningful way to the conversation 
going on about a given issue in the academic community. Second, writers 
who invest time in developing and revising their ideas will improve the 
quality of both their ideas and their language — their ability to be specific 
and express complexity.

There are three main stages to the writing process: collecting informa-
tion, drafting, and revising. We introduce them here and expand on them 
throughout this book.

n  Collect Information and Material

Always begin the process of writing an essay by collecting in writing the 
material — the information, ideas, and evidence — from which you will 
shape your own argument. Once you have read and marked the pages of 
a text, you have begun the process of building your own argument. The 
important point here is that you start to put your ideas on paper. Good 
writing comes from returning to your ideas on your own and with your 
classmates, reconsidering them, and revising them as your thinking devel-
ops. This is not something you can do with any specificity unless you have 
written down your ideas. The box below shows the steps for gathering in
formation from your reading, the first stage in the process of writing an 
academic essay. (In Chapter 2, these steps are illustrated and discussed in 
more detail.)

Steps to Collecting Information and Material

n1	� Mark your texts as you read. Note key terms; ask questions in the 
margins; indicate connections to other texts.

n2	� List quotations you find interesting and provocative. You might 
even write short notes to yourself about what you find significant 
about the quotes.

n3	� List your own ideas in response to the reading or readings. 
Include what you’ve observed about the way the author or authors 
make their arguments.
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n  Draft, and Draft Again

The next stage in the writing process begins when you are ready to think 
about your focus and how to arrange the ideas you have gathered in the 
collecting stage. Writers often find that writing a first draft is an act of dis-
covery, that their ultimate focus emerges during this initial drafting pro-
cess. Sometimes it is only at the end of a four-page draft that a writer says, 
“Aha! This is what I really want to talk about in this essay!” Later revisions 
of an essay, then, are not simply editing or cleaning up the grammar of a 
first draft. Instead, they truly involve revision, seeing the first draft again to 
establish the clearest possible argument and the most persuasive evidence. 
This means that you do not have to stick with the way a draft turns out the 
first time. You can — and must! — be willing to rewrite a substantial amount 
of a first draft if the focus of the argument changes, or if in the process 
of writing new ideas emerge that enrich the essay. This is why it’s impor-
tant not to agonize over wording in a first draft: It’s difficult to toss out  
a paragraph you’ve sweated over for hours. Use the first draft to get your 
ideas down on paper so that you and your peers can discuss what you see 
there, with the knowledge that you (like your peers) will need to stay open 
to the possibility of changing an aspect of your focus or argument.

n4	� Sketch out the similarities and differences among the authors 
whose work you plan to use in your essay. Where would they 
agree or disagree? How would each respond to the others’ argu-
ments and evidence?

Steps to Drafting

n1	� Look through the materials you have collected to see what inter-
ests you most and what you have the most to say about.

n2	� Identify what is at issue, what is open to dispute.

n3	� Formulate a question that your essay will respond to.

n4	� Select the material you will include, and decide what is outside 
your focus.

n5	� Consider the types of readers who might be most interested in 
what you have to say.

n6	� Gather more material once you’ve decided on your purpose — 
what you want to teach your readers.

n7	� Formulate a working thesis that conveys the point you want to 
make.

n8	� Consider possible arguments against your position and your 
response to them.
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n  Revise Significantly

The final stage, revising, might involve several different drafts as you con-
tinue to sharpen your insights and the organization of what you have writ-
ten. As we discuss in Chapter 10, you and your peers will be reading one 
another’s drafts, offering feedback as you move from the larger issues to 
the smaller ones. It should be clear by now that academic writing is done 
in a community of thinkers: That is, people read other people’s drafts and 
make suggestions for further clarification, further development of ideas, 
and sometimes further research. This is quite different from simply edit-
ing someone’s writing for grammatical errors and typos. Instead, drafting 
and revising with real readers, as we discuss in Chapter 10, allow you to 
participate in the collaborative spirit of the academy, in which knowledge 
making is a group activity that comes out of the conversation of ideas. 
Importantly, this process approach to writing in the company of real read-
ers mirrors the conversation of ideas carried on in the pages of academic 
books and journals.

Steps to Revising

n1	� Draft and revise the introduction and conclusion.

n2	� Clarify any obscure or confusing passages your peers have 
pointed out.

n3	� Provide details and textual evidence where your peers have asked 
for new or more information.

n4	� Check to be sure you have included opposing points of view and 
have addressed them fairly.

n5	� Consider reorganization.

n6	� Check to be sure that every paragraph contributes clearly to 
your thesis or main claim and that you have included signposts 
along the way, phrases that help a reader understand your pur-
pose (“Here I turn to an example from current movies to show 
how this issue is alive and well in pop culture”).

n7	� Consider using strategies you have found effective in other 
reading you have done for class (repeating words or phrases for 
effect, asking rhetorical questions, varying your sentence length).

The four academic habits of mind we have discussed throughout 
this chapter — making inquiries, seeking and valuing complexity, under-
standing writing as a conversation, and understanding writing as a pro-
cess — are fundamental patterns of thought you will need to cultivate as 
an academic writer. The core skills we discuss through the rest of the book 
build on these habits of mind.
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Becoming Academic: Two Narratives

In the following passages, two writers describe their early experiences 
as readers. Trained as academic writers, Richard Rodriguez and Gerald 
Graff are well known outside the academy. In this excerpt from Hunger 
of Memory, Rodriguez describes what it was like growing up as a bookish 
bilingual “scholarship boy” in a Spanish-speaking household. In the other  
excerpt, from Beyond the Culture Wars, Graff narrates how he disliked read-
ing books, especially literature and history books, well into his undergradu-
ate years as an English major. Both of their narratives turn around moments  
of recognition triggered by exposure to the ideas of others. As you read the 
selections, consider these questions:

• � Where are the turning points in each narrative? What are the most im
portant things the writers seem to learn?

• � What incidents or insights did you find most interesting in the narra-
tives? Why?

• � What seem to be the key ideas in each narrative? Do these ideas strike 
you as being potentially useful in your own work as a thinker and writer?

• � Do you find that the writers exhibit academic habits of mind (making 
inquiries, seeking and valuing complexity, seeing writing as a kind of 
conversation)? If so, where?

Istand in the ghetto classroom — “the guest speaker” — attempting to 
lecture on the mystery of the sounds of our words to rows of diffident 

students. “Don’t you hear it? Listen! The music of our words. ‘Sumer is 

Scholarship Boy

�Richard Rodriguez was born into a Mexican immigrant family in San Fran-
cisco, California, and spoke only Spanish until age six. He had a formi-
dable education, receiving a BA from Stanford University and an MA from 
Columbia University; studying for a PhD at the University of California, 
Berkeley; and attending the Warburg Institute in London on a Fulbright 
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i-cumen in. . . .’ And songs on the car radio. We need Aretha Franklin’s 
voice to fill plain words with music — her life.” In the face of their empty 
stares, I try to create an enthusiasm. But the girls in the back row turn to 
watch some boy passing outside. There are flutters of smiles, waves. And 
someone’s mouth elongates heavy, silent words through the barrier of 
glass. Silent words — the lips straining to shape each voiceless syllable:  
“Meet meee late errr.” By the door, the instructor smiles at me, appar-
ently hoping that I will be able to spark some enthusiasm in the class. 
But only one student seems to be listening. A girl, maybe fourteen. In 
this gray room her eyes shine with ambition. She keeps nodding and 
nodding at all that I say; she even takes notes. And each time I ask a 
question, she jerks up and down in her desk like a marionette, while her 
hand waves over the bowed heads of her classmates. It is myself (as a 
boy) I see as she faces me now (a man in my thirties).

The boy who first entered a classroom barely able to speak English, 
twenty years later concluded his studies in the stately quiet of the reading 
room in the British Museum. Thus with one sentence I can summarize 
my academic career. It will be harder to summarize what sort of life con-
nects the boy to the man.

With every award, each graduation from one level of education to the 
next, people I’d meet would congratulate me. Their refrain always the 
same: “Your parents must be very proud.” Sometimes then they’d ask 
me how I managed it — my “success.” (How?) After a while, I had several 
quick answers to give in reply. I’d admit, for one thing, that I went to an 
excellent grammar school. (My earliest teachers, the nuns, made my suc-
cess their ambition.) And my brother and both my sisters were very good 
students. (They often brought home the shiny school trophies I came to 
want.) And my mother and father always encouraged me. (At every grad-
uation they were behind the stunning flash of the camera when I turned 
to look at the crowd.)

As important as these factors were, however, they account inade-
quately for my academic advance. Nor do they suggest what an odd suc-
cess I managed. For although I was a very good student, I was also a very 
bad student. I was a “scholarship boy,” a certain kind of scholarship boy. 
Always successful, I was always unconfident. Exhilarated by my prog-
ress. Sad. I became the prized student — anxious and eager to learn. Too 
eager, too anxious — an imitative and unoriginal pupil. My brother and 
two sisters enjoyed the advantages I did, and they grew to be as success-
ful as I, but none of them ever seemed so anxious about their schooling. 
A second-grade student, I was the one who came home and corrected the 
“simple” grammatical mistakes of our parents. (“Two negatives make a 
positive.”) Proudly I announced — to my family’s startled silence — that 
a teacher had said I was losing all trace of a Spanish accent. I was oddly 
annoyed when I was unable to get parental help with a homework assign-
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ment. The night my father tried to help me with an arithmetic exercise, 
he kept reading the instructions, each time more deliberately, until I 
pried the textbook out of his hands, saying, “I’ll try to figure it out some 
more by myself.”

When I reached the third grade, I outgrew such behavior. I became 
more tactful, careful to keep separate the two very different worlds of 
my day. But then, with ever-increasing intensity, I devoted myself to my 
studies. I became bookish, puzzling to all my family. Ambition set me 
apart. When my brother saw me struggling home with stacks of library 
books, he would laugh, shouting: “Hey, Four Eyes!” My father opened a  
closet one day and was startled to find me inside, reading a novel. My 
mother would find me reading when I was supposed to be asleep or help-
ing around the house or playing outside. In a voice angry or worried or 
just curious, she’d ask: “What do you see in your books?” It became the 
family’s joke. When I was called and wouldn’t reply, someone would say I 
must be hiding under my bed with a book.

(How did I manage my success?)
What I am about to say to you has taken me more than twenty years 

to admit: A primary reason for my success in the classroom was that I 
couldn’t forget that schooling was changing me and separating me from 
the life I enjoyed before becoming a student. That simple realization! For 
years I never spoke to anyone about it. Never mentioned a thing to my 
family or my teachers or classmates. From a very early age, I understood 
enough, just enough about my classroom experiences to keep what I 
knew repressed, hidden beneath layers of embarrassment. Not until my 
last months as a graduate student, nearly thirty years old, was it possible 
for me to think much about the reasons for my academic success. Only 
then. At the end of my schooling, I needed to determine how far I had 
moved from my past. The adult finally confronted, and now must pub-
licly say, what the child shuddered from knowing and could never admit 
to himself or to those many faces that smiled at his every success. (“Your 
parents must be very proud. . . .”)

At the end, in the British Museum (too distracted to finish my disserta-
tion) for weeks I read, speed-read, books by modern educational theo-
rists, only to find infrequent and slight mention of students like me. 
(Much more is written about the more typical case, the lower-class stu-
dent who barely is helped by his schooling.) Then one day, leafing through 
Richard Hoggart’s The Uses of Literacy, I found, in his description of the 
scholarship boy, myself. For the first time I realized that there were other 
students like me, and so I was able to frame the meaning of my academic 
success, its consequent price — the loss.

Hoggart’s description is distinguished, at least initially, by deep under-
standing. What he grasps very well is that the scholarship boy must 
move between environments, his home and the classroom, which are at  
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cultural extremes, opposed. With his family, the boy has the intense plea-
sure of intimacy, the family’s consolation in feeling public alienation. 
Lavish emotions texture home life. Then, at school, the instruction bids 
him to trust lonely reason primarily. Immediate needs set the pace of his 
parents’ lives. From his mother and father the boy learns to trust sponta-
neity and nonrational ways of knowing. Then, at school, there is mental 
calm. Teachers emphasize the value of a reflectiveness that opens a space 
between thinking and immediate action.

Years of schooling must pass before the boy will be able to sketch the 
cultural differences in his day as abstractly as this. But he senses those 
differences early. Perhaps as early as the night he brings home an assign-
ment from school and finds the house too noisy for study.

He has to be more and more alone, if he is going to “get on.” He will have, 
probably unconsciously, to oppose the ethos of the hearth, the intense gre-
gariousness of the working-class family group. Since everything centres 
upon the living-room, there is unlikely to be a room of his own; the bed-
rooms are cold and inhospitable, and to warm them or the front room, if 
there is one, would not only be expensive, but would require an imaginative 
leap — out of the tradition — which most families are not capable of making. 
There is a corner of the living-room table. On the other side Mother is iron-
ing, the wireless is on, someone is singing a snatch of song or Father says 
intermittently whatever comes into his head. The boy has to cut himself off 
mentally, so as to do his homework, as well as he can.1

The next day, the lesson is as apparent at school. There are even rows 
of desks. Discussion is ordered. The boy must rehearse his thoughts and 
raise his hand before speaking out in a loud voice to an audience of class-
mates. And there is time enough, and silence, to think about ideas (big 
ideas) never considered at home by his parents.

Not for the working-class child alone is adjustment to the classroom 
difficult. Good schooling requires that any student alter early child-
hood habits. But the working-class child is usually least prepared for the 
change. And, unlike many middle-class children, he goes home and sees 
in his parents a way of life not only different but starkly opposed to that 
of the classroom. (He enters the house and hears his parents talking in 
ways his teachers discourage.)

Without extraordinary determination and the great assistance of oth-
ers — at home and at school — there is little chance for success. Typically 
most working-class children are barely changed by the classroom. The 
exception succeeds. The relative few become scholarship students. Of 
these, Richard Hoggart estimates, most manage a fairly graceful tran-
sition. Somehow they learn to live in the two very different worlds of  

1 All quotations in this selection are from Richard Hoggart, The Uses of Literacy (London: Chatto 
and Windus, 1957), chapter 10.
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their day. There are some others, however, those Hoggart pejoratively 
terms “scholarship boys,” for whom success comes with special anxiety. 
Scholarship boy: good student, troubled son. The child is “moderately en
dowed,” intellectually mediocre, Hoggart supposes — though it may be 
more pertinent to note the special qualities of temperament in the child. 
High-strung child. Brooding. Sensitive. Haunted by the knowledge that 
one chooses to become a student. (Education is not an inevitable or nat
ural step in growing up.) Here is a child who cannot forget that his aca-
demic success distances him from a life he loved, even from his own 
memory of himself.

Initially, he wavers, balances allegiance. (“The boy is himself [until he 
reaches, say, the upper forms] very much of both the worlds of home and 
school. He is enormously obedient to the dictates of the world of school, but 
emotionally still strongly wants to continue as part of the family circle.”)  
Gradually, necessarily, the balance is lost. The boy needs to spend more 
and more time studying, each night enclosing himself in the silence per-
mitted and required by intense concentration. He takes his first step 
toward academic success, away from his family.

From the very first days, through the years following, it will be with 
his parents — the figures of lost authority, the persons toward whom he 
feels deepest love — that the change will be most powerfully measured. 
A separation will unravel between them. Advancing in his studies, the 
boy notices that his mother and father have not changed as much as 
he. Rather, when he sees them, they often remind him of the person he 
once was and the life he earlier shared with them. He realizes what some 
Romantics also know when they praise the working class for the capacity 
for human closeness, qualities of passion and spontaneity, that the rest 
of us experience in like measure only in the earliest part of our youth. 
For the Romantic, this doesn’t make working-class life childish. Working-
class life challenges precisely because it is an adult way of life.

The scholarship boy reaches a different conclusion. He cannot afford 
to admire his parents. (How could he and still pursue such a contrary 
life?) He permits himself embarrassment at their lack of education. And 
to evade nostalgia for the life he has lost, he concentrates on the benefits 
education will bestow upon him. He becomes especially ambitious. With-
out the support of old certainties and consolations, almost mechanically, 
he assumes the procedures and doctrines of the classroom. The kind of 
allegiance the young student might have given his mother and father 
only days earlier, he transfers to the teacher, the new figure of authority. 
“[The scholarship boy] tends to make a father-figure of his form-master,”  
Hoggart observes.

But Hoggart’s calm prose only makes me recall the urgency with which 
I came to idolize my grammar school teachers. I began by imitating their 
accents, using their diction, trusting their every direction. The very first 
facts they dispensed, I grasped with awe. Any book they told me to read,  
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I read — then waited for them to tell me which books I enjoyed. Their 
every casual opinion I came to adopt and to trumpet when I returned 
home. I stayed after school “to help” — to get my teacher’s undivided 
attention. It was the nun’s encouragement that mattered most to me. 
(She understood exactly what — my parents never seemed to appraise so 
well — all my achievements entailed.) Memory gently caressed each word 
of praise bestowed in the classroom so that compliments teachers paid 
me years ago come quickly to mind even today.

The enthusiasm I felt in second-grade classes I flaunted before both 
my parents. The docile, obedient student came home a shrill and preco-
cious son who insisted on correcting and teaching his parents with the 
remark: “My teacher told us. . . .” 

I intended to hurt my mother and father. I was still angry at them for 
having encouraged me toward classroom English. But gradually this 
anger was exhausted, replaced by guilt as school grew more and more 
attractive to me. I grew increasingly successful, a talkative student. My 
hand was raised in the classroom; I yearned to answer any question. At 
home, life was less noisy than it had been. (I spoke to classmates and 
teachers more often each day than to family members.) Quiet at home, 
I sat with my papers for hours each night. I never forgot that schooling 
had irretrievably changed my family’s life. That knowledge, however, 
did not weaken ambition. Instead, it strengthened resolve. Those times 
I remembered the loss of my past with regret, I quickly reminded myself 
of all the things my teachers could give me. (They could make me an edu-
cated man.) I tightened my grip on pencil and books. I evaded nostalgia. 
Tried hard to forget. But one does not forget by trying to forget. One only 
remembers. I remembered too well that education had changed my fam-
ily’s life. I would not have become a scholarship boy had I not so often 
remembered.

Once she was sure that her children knew English, my mother would 
tell us, “You should keep up your Spanish.” Voices playfully groaned in 
response. “¡Pochos!” my mother would tease. I listened silently. 

After a while, I grew more calm at home. I developed tact. A fourth-
grade student, I was no longer the show-off in front of my parents.  
I became a conventionally dutiful son, politely affectionate, cheerful 
enough, even — for reasons beyond choosing — my father’s favorite. And 
much about my family life was easy then, comfortable, happy in the 
rhythm of our living together: hearing my father getting ready for work; 
eating the breakfast my mother had made me; looking up from a novel to 
hear my brother or one of my sisters playing with friends in the backyard; 
in winter, coming upon the house all lighted up after dark.

But withheld from my mother and father was any mention of what 
most mattered to me: the extraordinary experience of first-learning. Late 
afternoon: In the midst of preparing dinner, my mother would come up 
behind me while I was trying to read. Her head just over mine, her breath 
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warmly scented with food. “What are you reading?” Or, “Tell me all about 
your new courses.” I would barely respond, “Just the usual things, noth-
ing special.” (A half smile, then silence. Her head moving back in the 
silence. Silence! Instead of the flood of intimate sounds that had once 
flowed smoothly between us, there was this silence.) After dinner, I would 
rush to a bedroom with papers and books. As often as possible, I resisted 
parental pleas to “save lights” by coming to the kitchen to work. I kept so 
much, so often, to myself. Sad. Enthusiastic. Troubled by the excitement 
of coming upon new ideas. Eager. Fascinated by the promising texture of 
a brand-new book. I hoarded the pleasures of learning. Alone for hours. 
Enthralled. Nervous. I rarely looked away from my books — or back on 
my memories. Nights when relatives visited and the front rooms were 
warmed by Spanish sounds, I slipped quietly out of the house.

It mattered that education was changing me. It never ceased to mat-
ter. My brother and sisters would giggle at our mother’s mispronounced 
words. They’d correct her gently. My mother laughed girlishly one night, 
trying not to pronounce sheep as ship. From a distance I listened sul-
lenly. From that distance, pretending not to notice on another occasion, 
I saw my father looking at the title pages of my library books. That was 
the scene on my mind when I walked home with a fourth-grade com-
panion and heard him say that his parents read to him every night. (A 
strange-sounding book — Winnie the Pooh.) Immediately, I wanted to 
know, “What is it like?” My companion, however, thought I wanted to 
know about the plot of the book. Another day, my mother surprised me 
by asking for a “nice” book to read. “Something not too hard you think I 
might like.” Carefully I chose one, Willa Cather’s My Ántonia. But when, 
several weeks later, I happened to see it next to her bed unread except for 
the first few pages, I was furious and suddenly wanted to cry. I grabbed 
up the book and took it back to my room and placed it in its place, alpha-
betically on my shelf.

“Your parents must be very proud of you.” People began to say that to 
me about the time I was in sixth grade. To answer affirmatively, I’d smile. 
Shyly I’d smile, never betraying my sense of the irony: I was not proud of 
my mother and father. I was embarrassed by their lack of education. It 
was not that I ever thought they were stupid, though stupidly I took for 
granted their enormous native intelligence. Simply, what mattered to me 
was that they were not like my teachers.

But, “Why didn’t you tell us about the award?” my mother demanded, 
her frown weakened by pride. At the grammar school ceremony several 
weeks after, her eyes were brighter than the trophy I’d won. Pushing back 
the hair from my forehead, she whispered that I had “shown” the grin-
gos. A few minutes later, I heard my father speak to my teacher and felt 
ashamed of his labored, accented words. Then guilty for the shame. I felt 
such contrary feelings. (There is no simple roadmap through the heart of 
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the scholarship boy.) My teacher was so soft-spoken and her words were 
edged sharp and clean. I admired her until it seemed to me that she spoke 
too carefully. Sensing that she was condescending to them, I became ner-
vous. Resentful. Protective. I tried to move my parents away. “You both 
must be very proud of Richard,” the nun said. They responded quickly. 
(They were proud.) “We are proud of all our children.” Then this after-
thought: “They sure didn’t get their brains from us.” They all laughed. I 
smiled.

Ilike to think I have a certain advantage as a teacher of literature be
cause when I was growing up I disliked and feared books. My youth-

ful aversion to books showed a fine impartiality, extending across the 
whole spectrum of literature, history, philosophy, science, and what by 
then (the late 1940s) had come to be called social studies. But had I 
been forced to choose, I would have singled out literature and history as 
the reading I disliked most. Science at least had some discernible prac-
tical use, and you could have fun solving the problems in the textbooks 
with their clear-cut answers. Literature and history had no apparent 
application to my experience, and any boy in my school who had culti-
vated them — I can’t recall one who did — would have marked himself 
as a sissy.

As a middle-class Jew growing up in an ethnically mixed Chicago 
neighborhood, I was already in danger of being beaten up daily by rougher  
working-class boys. Becoming a bookworm would have only given them 
a decisive reason for beating me up. Reading and studying were more 

Disliking Books

�Gerald Graff received his BA in English from the University of Chicago 
and his PhD in English and American literature from Stanford University. 
In his distinguished academic career, he has taught at numerous universi-
ties and is currently a professor of English and education at the Univer-
sity of Illinois at Chicago. He is probably best known for his pedagogical 
theories, especially “teaching the controversies,” an approach he argues for 
most famously in his book Beyond the Culture Wars: How Teaching the Con-
flicts Can Revitalize American Education (1993), from which this excerpt is 
taken. His other well-known books include Literature Against Itself: Literary 
Ideas in Modern Society (1979), Professing Literature: An Institutional His-
tory (1987), and Clueless in Academe: How Schooling Obscures the Life of 
the Mind (2003). 

n  n  n 

Gerald Graff

1

2



23grafF        disliking books

permissible for girls, but they, too, had to be careful not to get too intel-
lectual, lest they acquire the stigma of being “stuck up.”

In Lives on the Boundary, a remarkable autobiography of the making 
of an English teacher, Mike Rose describes how the “pain and confusion” 
of his working-class youth made “school and knowledge” seem a saving 
alternative. Rose writes of feeling “freed, as if I were untying fetters,” by 
his encounters with certain college teachers, who helped him recognize  
that “an engagement with ideas could foster competence and lead me 
out into the world.”1 Coming at things from my middle-class perspec-
tive, however, I took for granted a freedom that school, knowledge, and 
engagement with ideas seemed only to threaten.

My father, a literate man, was frustrated by my refusal to read any-
thing besides comic books, sports magazines, and the John R. Tunis and 
Clair Bee sports novels. I recall his once confining me to my room until I 
finished a book on the voyages of Magellan, but try as I might, I could do 
no better than stare bleakly at the pages. I could not, as we would later 
say, “relate to” Magellan or to any of the other books my father brought 
home — detective stories, tales of war and heroism, adventure stories with 
adolescent heroes (the Hardy Boys, Hans Brinker, or The Silver Skates), 
stories of scientific discovery (Paul de Kruif ’s Microbe Hunters), books on 
current events. Nothing worked.

It was understood, however, that boys of my background would go to  
college and that once there we would get serious and buckle down. For 
some, “getting serious” meant prelaw, premed, or a major in business to 
prepare for taking over the family business. My family did not own a busi-
ness, and law and medicine did not interest me, so I drifted by default into  
the nebulous but conveniently noncommittal territory of the liberal arts. 
I majored in English.

At this point the fear of being beaten up if I were caught having any-
thing to do with books was replaced by the fear of flunking out of college  
if I did not learn to deal with them. But though I dutifully did my home-
work and made good grades (first at the University of Illinois, Chicago 
branch, then at the University of Chicago, from which I graduated in 
1959), I continued to find “serious” reading painfully difficult and alien. My 
most vivid recollections of college reading are of assigned classics I failed 
to finish: The Iliad (in the Richmond Lattimore translation); The Auto-
biography of Benvenuto Cellini, a major disappointment after the paper-
back jacket’s promise of “a lusty classic of Renaissance ribaldry”; E. M.  
Forster’s Passage to India, sixty agonizing pages of which I managed to 
slog through before giving up. Even Hemingway, Steinbeck, and Fitzger-
ald, whose contemporary world was said to be “close to my own experi-
ence,” left me cold. I saw little there that did resemble my experience.

1 Mike Rose, Lives on the Boundary (New York: Free Press, 1989), pp. 46–47.
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Even when I had done the assigned reading, I was often tongue-tied 
and embarrassed when called on. What was unclear to me was what I 
was supposed to say about literary works, and why. Had I been born a 
decade or two earlier, I might have come to college with the rudiments 
of a literate vocabulary for talking about culture that some people older 
than I acquired through family, high school, or church. As it was, “cul-
tured” phrases seemed effete and sterile to me. When I was able to pro-
duce the kind of talk that was required in class, the intellectualism of it 
came out sounding stilted and hollow in my mouth. If Cliffs Notes and 
other such crib sheets for the distressed had yet come into existence, with 
their ready-to-copy summaries of widely taught literary works, I would 
have been an excellent customer. (As it was, I did avail myself of the prim-
itive version then in existence called Masterplots.)

What first made literature, history, and other intellectual pursuits 
seem attractive to me was exposure to critical debates. There was no 
single conversion experience, but a gradual transformation over several 
years, extending into my first teaching positions, at the University of New 
Mexico and then Northwestern University. But one of the first sparks I 
remember was a controversy over The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn 
that arose in a course during my junior year in college. On first attempt, 
Twain’s novel was just another assigned classic that I was too bored to 
finish. I could see little connection between my Chicago upbringing and 
Huck’s pre–Civil War adventures with a runaway slave on a raft up the 
Mississippi.

My interest was aroused, however, when our instructor mentioned 
that the critics had disagreed over the merits of the last part of the novel. 
He quoted Ernest Hemingway’s remark that “if you read [the novel] you 
must stop where the nigger Jim is stolen by the boys. This is the real end. 
The rest is cheating.” According to this school of thought, the remainder 
of the book trivializes the quest for Jim’s freedom that has motivated the 
story up to that point. This happens first when Jim becomes an object 
of Tom Sawyer’s slapstick humor, then when it is revealed that unbe-
knownst to Huck, the reader, and himself, Jim has already been freed by 
his benevolent owner, so that the risk we have assumed Jim and Huck to 
be under all along has been really no risk at all.

Like the critics, our class divided over the question: Did Twain’s ending 
vitiate the book’s profound critique of racism, as Hemingway’s charge of 
cheating implied? Cheating in my experience up to then was something 
students did, an unthinkable act for a famous author. It was a revelation 
to me that famous authors were capable not only of mistakes but of ones 
that even lowly undergraduates might be able to point out. When I chose 
to write my term paper on the dispute over the ending, my instructor 
suggested I look at several critics on the opposing sides, T. S. Eliot and 
Lionel Trilling, who defended the ending, and Leo Marx, who sided with 
Hemingway.
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Reading the critics was like picking up where the class discussion had 
left off, and I gained confidence from recognizing that my classmates and 
I had had thoughts that, however stumbling our expression of them, were 
not too far from the thoughts of famous published critics. I went back 
to the novel again and to my surprise found myself rereading it with an 
excitement I had never felt before with a serious book. Having the con-
troversy over the ending in mind, I now had some issues to watch out for 
as I read, issues that reshaped the way I read the earlier chapters as well 
as the later ones and focused my attention. And having issues to watch 
out for made it possible not only to concentrate, as I had not been able to 
do earlier, but to put myself in the text — to read with a sense of personal 
engagement that I had not felt before. Reading the novel with the voices 
of the critics running through my mind, I found myself thinking of things 
that I might say about what I was reading, things that may have belonged 
partly to the critics but also now belonged to me. It was as if having a 
stock of things to look for and to say about a literary work had somehow 
made it possible for me to read one.

One of the critics had argued that what was at issue in the debate 
over Huckleberry Finn was not just the novel’s value but its cultural sig-
nificance: If Huckleberry Finn was contradictory or confused in its atti-
tude toward race, then what did that say about the culture that had 
received the novel as one of its representative cultural documents and 
had made Twain a folk hero? This critic had also made the intriguing 
observation — I found out only later it was a critical commonplace at that 
time — that judgments about the novel’s aesthetic value could not be sep-
arated from judgments about its moral substance. I recall taking in both 
this critic’s arguments and the cadence of the phrases in which they were 
couched; perhaps it would not be so bad after all to become the sort of 
person who talked about “cultural contradictions” and the “inseparabil-
ity of form and content.” Perhaps even mere literary-critical talk could 
give you a certain power in the real world. As the possibility dawned on 
me that reading and intellectual discussion might actually have some-
thing to do with my real life, I became less embarrassed about using the 
intellectual formulas.

The Standard Story

It was through exposure to such critical reading and discussion over a 
period of time that I came to catch the literary bug, eventually choosing 
the vocation of teaching. This was not the way it is supposed to happen. 
In the standard story of academic vocation that we like to tell ourselves, 
the germ is first planted by an early experience of literature itself. The 
future teacher is initially inspired by some primary experience of a great 
book and only subsequently acquires the secondary, derivative skills of 
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critical discussion. A teacher may be involved in instilling this inspira-
tion, but a teacher who seemingly effaces himself or herself before the 
text. Any premature or excessive acquaintance with secondary critical 
discourse, and certainly with its sectarian debates, is thought to be a cor-
rupting danger, causing one to lose touch with the primary passion for 
literature. . . .

The standard story ascribes innocence to the primary experience of 
literature and sees the secondary experience of professional criticism as 
corrupting. In my case, however, things had evidently worked the other 
way around: I had to be corrupted first in order to experience innocence. 
It was only when I was introduced to a critical debate about Huckleberry 
Finn that my helplessness in the face of the novel abated and I could 
experience a personal reaction to it. Getting into immediate contact 
with the text was for me a curiously triangular business; I could not do it 
directly but needed a conversation of other readers to give me the issues 
and terms that made it possible to respond.

As I think back on it now, it was as if the critical conversation I needed 
had up to then been withheld from me, on the ground that it could only 
interfere with my direct access to literature itself. The assumption was 
that leaving me alone with literary texts themselves, uncontaminated by 
the interpretations and theories of professional critics, would enable me 
to get on the closest possible terms with those texts. But being alone with 
the texts only left me feeling bored and helpless, since I had no language 
with which to make them mine. On the one hand, I was being asked to 
speak a foreign language — literary criticism — while on the other hand, I 
was being protected from that language, presumably for my own safety.

The moral I draw from this experience is that our ability to read well 
depends more than we think on our ability to talk well about what we 
read. Our assumptions about what is “primary” and “secondary” in the 
reading process blind us to what actually goes on. Many literate people 
learned certain ways of talking about books so long ago that they have 
forgotten they ever had to learn them. These people therefore fail to 
understand the reading problems of the struggling students who have 
still not acquired a critical vocabulary.

How typical my case was is hard to say, but many of the students I 
teach seem to have grown up as the same sort of nonintellectual, non-
bookish person I was, and they seem to view literature with some of the 
same aversions, fears, and anxieties. That is why I like to think it is an 
advantage for a teacher to know what it feels like to grow up being indif-
ferent to literature and intimidated by criticism and what it feels like to 
overcome a resistance to talking like an intellectual.
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A Practice Sequence: Composing a Literacy Narrative

Rodriguez and Graff have written autobiographical literacy narra
tives — their own stories of dealing with some aspects of how they 
became literate and their relationship with reading. Rodriguez’s narra-
tive is part of Hunger of Memory: The Education of Richard Rodriguez, 
a memoir that also explores the politics of language in American cul-
ture. Graff ’s narrative is embedded in his Beyond the Culture Wars: How 
Teaching the Conflicts Can Revitalize American Education, which, as the 
subtitle suggests, presents arguments and proposals for altering edu-
cational practices.

We would like you to write your own literacy narrative. The fol-
lowing practice sequence suggests some strategies for doing so.

	n1 �	 ��Reflect on your experiences as a reader. Spend some time jotting 
down answers to these questions (not necessarily in this order) or 
to other related questions that occur to you as you write.

• � Can you recall the time when you first began to read?

• � What are the main types of reading you do? Why?

• � How would you describe or characterize yourself as a reader?

• � Is there one moment or event that encapsulates who you are 
as a reader?

• � What are your favorite books, authors, and types of books? 
Why are they favorites?

• � In what ways has reading changed you for the better? For the 
worse?

• � What is the most important thing you’ve learned from 
reading?

• � Have you ever learned something important from read-
ing, only to discover later that it wasn’t true, or sufficient? 
Explain.

	n2 �	� Write your literacy narrative, focusing on at least one turning 
point, at least one moment of recognition or lesson learned. Write 
no fewer than two pages but no more than five pages. See where 
your story arc takes you. What do you conclude about your own 
“growing into literacy”?

	n3 �	��� Then start a conversation about literacy. Talk with some other 
people about their experiences. You might talk with some class-
mates — and not necessarily those in your writing class — about 
their memories of becoming literate. You might interview some 
people you grew up with — a parent, a sibling, a best friend — about 
their memories of you as a reader and writer and about their own 
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memories of becoming literate. Compare their memories to your 
own. Did you all have similar experiences? How were they differ
ent? Do you see things the same way? Then write down your im
pressions and what you think you may have learned.

	n4 �	� Recast your literacy narrative, incorporating some of the insights 
you gathered from other people. How does your original narrative 
change? What new things now have to be accounted for? 

	n5 �	� Like Graff, who takes his own experience as a starting point for 
proposing new educational policies, can you imagine your insights 
having larger implications? Explain. Do you think what you’ve 
learned from reading Graff ’s and Rodriguez’s literacy narratives 
has implications for the ways reading is taught in school?
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Reading for class and then writing an essay might seem to be separate 
tasks, but reading is the first step in 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.

Reading as an Act of Composing: Annotating

Leaving your mark on the page — annotating — is your first act of compos-
ing. 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.

From Reading as a Writer 
to Writing as a Reader
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When you annotate a text, your notes in the margins might address 
the following questions:

•  What arguments is this author responding to?

•  Is the issue relevant or significant?

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

•  Is the author’s evidence legitimate? Sufficient?

•  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, con-
sidering 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, con-
fusion. 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, and you cannot make them with a highlighter.

Annotating your readings benefits you twice. First, it is easier to par-
ticipate 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 writ-
ing an essay. When you start writing the first draft of your essay, you can 
quote the passages you have already marked and explain what you find 
significant about them based on the notes you have already made to your-
self. You can 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 text-
book. 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.
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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.

The spatial isolation of black Americans was achieved by  

a conjunction of racist attitudes, private behaviors, and 

institutional practices that disenfranchised blacks from 

urban housing markets and led to the creation of the ghetto. 

Discrimination in employment exacerbated black poverty 

and limited the economic potential for integration, and black 

residential mobility was systematically blocked by pervasive 

discrimination and white avoidance of neighborhoods con-

taining blacks. The walls of the ghetto were buttressed after 

1950 by government programs that promoted slum clearance 

and relocated displaced ghetto residents into multi-story, 

high-density housing projects.

In theory, this self-reinforcing cycle of prejudice, dis-

crimination, and segregation was broken during the 1960s 

by a growing rejection of racist sentiments by whites and a 

series of court decisions and federal laws that banned dis-

crimination in public life. (1) The Civil Rights Act of 1964 

outlawed racial discrimination in employment, (2) the Fair 

Housing Act of 1968 banned discrimination in housing, and 

(3) the Gautreaux and Shannon court decisions prohibited 

public authorities from placing housing projects exclusively 

in black neighborhoods. Despite these changes, however, the 

nation’s largest black communities remained as segregated 

as ever in 1980. Indeed, many urban areas displayed a 

pattern of intense racial isolation that could only be 

described as hypersegregation.

Although the racial climate of the United States 

improved outwardly during the 1970s, racism still restricted 

the residential freedom of black Americans; it just did so in 

less blatant ways. In the aftermath of the civil rights revolu-

tion, few whites voiced openly racist sentiments; realtors  

no longer refused outright to rent or sell to blacks; and few 

local governments went on record to oppose public housing  

projects because they would contain blacks. This lack of 

overt racism, however, did not mean that prejudice and dis-

crimination had ended.
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1. racist attitudes
2. private behaviors
3. & institutional 
practices  
lead to ghettos 
(authors’ claim?)
Ghetto = multistory, 
high-density housing 
projects.  
Post-1950

Subtler racism, not  
on public record.

Authors say situation 
of “spatial isolation” 
remains despite court 
decisions. Does it?

Lack of enforcement  
of Civil Rights Act? 
Fair Housing Act? 
Gautreaux and 
Shannon? Why? 
Why not?

I remember this hap-
pening where I grew up, 
but I didn’t know the  
government was 
responsible. Is this 
what happened in 
There Are No Children 
Here?
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Notice how the student underlines information that helps her under-
stand the argument the authors make.

	1.	� She numbers the three key factors (racist attitudes, private behaviors, 
and institutional practices) that influenced the formation of ghettos in 
the United States.

	2.	 She identifies the situation that motivates the authors’ analysis: the 
extent to which “the spatial isolation of black Americans” still exists 
despite laws and court decisions designed to end residential segregation. 

	3.	 She makes connections to her own experience and to another book she  
has read.

By understanding the authors’ arguments and making these connec-
tions, the student begins the writing process. She also sets the stage for her 
own research, for examining the authors’ claim that residential segrega-
tion still exists.

Reading as a Writer:  
Analyzing a Text Rhetorically

When you study how writers influence readers through language, you are 
analyzing the rhetoric (available means of persuasion) of what you read. 
When you identify a writer’s purpose for responding to a situation by com-
posing an essay that puts forth claims meant to sway a particular audience, 
you are performing rhetorical analysis — separating out the parts of an 
argument to better understand how the argument works as a whole. We dis-
cuss each of these elements — situation, purpose, claims, and audience — as 
we analyze the following preface from E. D. Hirsch’s book Cultural Lit-
eracy: What Every American Needs to Know (1987). Formerly a professor 
of English, Hirsch has long been interested in educational reform. That 
interest developed from his (and others’) perception that today’s stu-
dents do not know as much as students did in the past. Although Hirsch  
wrote the book more than twenty years ago, many observers still believe 
that the contemporary problems of illiteracy and poverty can be traced to 
a lack of cultural literacy.

Read the preface. You may want to mark it with your own questions and  
responses, and then consider them in light of our analysis (following the 
preface) of Hirsch’s rhetorical situation, purpose, claims, and audience.
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Rousseau points out the facility with which children lend themselves to our 
false methods: . . .“The apparent ease with which children learn is their ruin.”

 — John Dewey

There is no matter what children should learn first, any more than what leg you 
should put into your breeches first. Sir, you may stand disputing which is best 
to put in first, but in the meantime your backside is bare. Sir, while you stand 
considering which of two things you should teach your child first, another boy 
has learn’t ’em both.

 — Samuel Johnson

To be culturally literate is to possess the basic information needed 
to thrive in the modern world. The breadth of that information is 

great, extending over the major domains of human activity from sports 
to science. It is by no means confined to “culture” narrowly understood 
as an acquaintance with the arts. Nor is it confined to one social class. 
Quite the contrary. Cultural literacy constitutes the only sure avenue of 
opportunity for disadvantaged children, the only reliable way of com-
bating the social determinism that now condemns them to remain in 
the same social and educational condition as their parents. That chil-
dren from poor and illiterate homes tend to remain poor and illiterate 
is an unacceptable failure of our schools, one which has occurred not 
because our teachers are inept but chiefly because they are compelled 
to teach a fragmented curriculum based on faulty educational theories. 
Some say that our schools by themselves are powerless to change the 
cycle of poverty and illiteracy. I do not agree. They can break the cycle, 
but only if they themselves break fundamentally with some of the theo-
ries and practices that education professors and school administrators 
have followed over the past fifty years.

Although the chief beneficiaries of the educational reforms advocated 
in this book will be disadvantaged children, these same reforms will also 
enhance the literacy of children from middle-class homes. The educa-
tional goal advocated is that of mature literacy for all our citizens.

The connection between mature literacy and cultural literacy may 
already be familiar to those who have closely followed recent discussions  

Preface to Cultural Literacy

�E. D. Hirsch Jr., a retired English professor, is the author of many acclaimed 
books, including The Schools We Need and Why We Don’t Have Them (1996) 
and The Knowledge Deficit (2006). His book Cultural Literacy was a best 
seller in 1987 and had a profound effect on the focus of education in the 
late 1980s and 1990s.

n  n  n 

E. D. HIRSCH JR.
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