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Leveraging reading-writing connections through three
transformative reading lenses
Zack K. De Piero *

Education Department, University of California Santa Barbara, Santa Barbara, CA, USA

ABSTRACT
In surveys and semi-structured interviews, Graduate Teaching
Assistants (GTAs) discussed the role of reading in their first-year
composition (FYC) courses infused with ‘writing about writing’ and
‘teaching for transfer’ perspectives. Three transformative reading
lenses played a pivotal role in instructors’ pedagogies –
deconstructing genres, situating texts in discourse communities,
and reading like a writer – that each embody a paramount
threshold concept in Writing Studies: writing is a social and
rhetorical activity. GTAs’ responses indicate that these
transformative reading lenses facilitate students’ ability to make
reading-writing connections. When students engage texts through
these lenses, the act of reading becomes a tool for shaping
students’ current and future writing development.
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Introduction

The relationship between reading and writing has been investigated by composition scho-
lars in a variety of ways that, collectively, hold implications for the ways instructors teach
reading in the writing classroom:

. Cognitivist theories examine schema-based processing (Haas & Flower, 1988).

. ‘Reading as composing’ theories compare readers’ iterative meaning-making processes
to those typically associated with the writing process (Tierney & Pearson, 1983).

. Discourse theories explore the social dynamics of scholarly disciplinary communities
with a focus on intertextual connections across scholars and texts (Bazerman, 1980).

Pedagogies that guide students towards making reading-writing connections provide
one way to leverage these theories across postsecondary contexts. Bunn (2011), a compo-
sition scholar who closely examines pedagogical activity within first-year composition
(FYC), uses the term ‘reading approaches’ to characterize ‘systematic ways of engaging
with a text that encourage readers to attend to certain textual features while reading
with very particular goals in mind’ (p. 29).

This piece takes up three such reading approaches – what I characterize as reading
lenses – that emerged from my research as being transformative for students’ ability to
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make reading-writing connections within and across disciplines. I begin by providing an
overview of composition scholarship associated with reading in the writing classroom,
specifically as it pertains to deconstructing genres, situating texts in discourse communities,
and reading like a writer. Next, I contextualize my research site; I describe a typical FYC
course taught by this particular group of Graduate Teaching Assistants (GTAs), along with
the disciplinary backgrounds of my GTA-participants. I then outline my methodological
procedures, namely, my approach to constructing semi-structured interview questions. In
the analysis and discussion sections, I share GTAs’ perspectives on how these three trans-
formative reading lenses can be used to guide students’ reading and writing development,
then contextualize these perspectives within larger conversations in the Writing Studies
field.

Review of literature

Research into reading in the writing classroom has focused on how student-readers engage
with texts and how instructors try to shape reading activity within their classrooms.
Stance-based theories of reading offer insights into this complex dynamic, particularly
in revealing how readers’ conscious and subconscious stances can shape their textual
engagement (Haas & Flower, 1988; Rosenblatt, 1978; Tierney & Pearson, 1983).
Defining stance, according to Soliday (2011), is challenging because ‘it involves epistem-
ology (seeing, being, or presence) and ideology (beliefs, commitments, or values)’ (p. 37).
She uses the following characterization to describe how writers engage with texts, but the
implications are also relevant for readers: ‘No content is free floating but must be governed
by someone’s angle of vision, or stance,’ she argues. ‘[W]riters do more than present infor-
mation: they perceive and judge it in some way’ (p. 36). Guiding students towards perceiv-
ing and judging a text with an explicit goal in mind – asking students to, for instance,
deconstruct genres for their conventions, situate texts in discourse communities, or
read like a writer – can create pedagogical affordances for students’ abilities to make
reading-writing connections.

This notion of a readerly stance dovetails with the work of Rosenblatt (1978) who dis-
tinguishes between two types of reading, efferent and aesthetic, based on a reader’s
purpose for engaging with a particular text. While aesthetic reading describes reading
for enjoyment, efferent reading refers to instances when readers apply texts towards prac-
tical goals. Reading a ‘how to’ manual is one such example; in this instance, ‘the reader’s
attention is focused primarily on what will remain as the residue after the reading – the
information to be acquired, the logical solution to a problem, the actions to be carried
out’ (p. 23) and ‘attention will be concentrated on what is to be assimilated for use after
she has finished reading’ (p. 24).

Instructors can guide students’ reading towards a wide range of efferent goals; Edwards
(2016), for instance, posits that there are nine purposes for assigning reading in the writing
classroom: analysis, apprenticeship, challenge, development, didactics, discovery, encul-
turation, inquiry, and modeling. Each purpose requires a different efference, thus necessi-
tating a very specific stance. Morrow (1997), focusing specifically on classroom instruction,
proposes seven efferent stances that instructors can ask students to adopt, depending on
pedagogical goals. She argues that students can read to build an intellectual repertoire,
negotiate ambiguity, examine the unexpected, consider the stylistic play of language,
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determine argumentation and evidential strategies of persuasion, pinpoint genre conven-
tions, and analyze the overall reading experience. On the one hand, Edwards’s and
Morrow’s efferent descriptions share attributes to the three reading lenses that I have ident-
ified; reading for ‘apprenticeship’ and ‘enculturation,’ for instance, suggests similar activity
as situating texts in discourse communities. Nevertheless, a considerable amount of ambigu-
ity, imprecision, overlap remains across concepts used to characterize reading.

Indeed, a range of terminology has been used to describe efferent reading activity in post-
secondary contexts, perhaps most commonly, strategies, approaches, or methods. Lens is
another such term that suggests obtaining a heightened, clearer vision. Kreber (2009) uses
it to characterize how students can begin to look through or with a subject in addition to
looking at it. She suggests that such activity holds implications for understanding disciplines’
epistemological boundaries which, in turn, can become a tool for decoding individual dis-
ciplines. Accomplishing this, Kreber contends, can position students towards examining a
subject ‘through the procedures and practices that are characteristic of a discipline’
(p. 12) by considering the ‘ways in which knowledge is created, interpreted, critiqued and
applied’ (p. 13). Pedagogies that foreground this type of lens can empower students to
move beyond ‘context-sensitive’ learning and into ‘context-transcendent’ learning, enabling
students to ‘apply the practices, procedures, and ways of thinking learned within the particu-
lar context of one discipline or subject (e.g., history) to problems or issues not typically con-
sidered part of that discipline (e.g., intercultural relations)’ (p. 12). Conceptually, then, the
idea of a reading lens requires readers to consider the ways of thinking and practice of
social agents (i.e., scholars) who produce texts in, across, and beyond the disciplines.

Reading lenses that hold transformative value in and beyond the writing classroom
embody the insight that ‘writing is a social and rhetorical activity’ (Adler-Kassner &
Wardle, 2015, p. 17) which has been articulated as one of the paramount threshold con-
cepts of theWriting Studies field. Three such reading lenses are deconstructing genres, situ-
ating texts in discourse communities, and reading like a writer, each of which has the ability
to recalibrate reader-text transactions by facilitating students’ ability to make reading-
writing connections.

Deconstructing genres

Reading pedagogies that foreground deconstructing genres require students to, in part, ident-
ify the salient textual features (Broad, 2003) of particular genres. Alternatively called ‘units of
analysis’ (Huckin, 2004), textual features refer to the encoded language, content, and format-
ting embedded within texts; they may range from lower-order surface-level inscriptions such
as word choice andmechanics, to more complex higher-order ideas like evidence and organ-
ization. Adler-Kassner and Estrem (2007) use the label ‘structure-based reading’ to charac-
terize reading pedagogies that foreground genre, an approach they characterize as

ask[ing] students to focus on the conventions reflected in and used to shape content; the
emphasis is on developing genre awareness so that student writers can make conscious
decisions about how to use different genres and conventions, and can make conscious
choices about how, when, or whether to use them. (pp. 40–41)

Adler-Kassner and Estrem’s use of ‘how, when, or whether to use’ other writers’ choices
indicates that the goal of reading in this way is to foster reading-writing connections.
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Situating texts in discourse communities

In many ways, the concept of discourse communities, or communities of practice, embo-
dies Bazerman’s (1980) conversational model – a theorization that composition scholars
widely agree is one of the hallmarks of academic discourse (Center, 2010; Downs, 2010;
Harris, 2006; Jamieson & Howard, 2013; Penrose & Geisler, 1994). Reading pedagogies
that foreground the practice of situating texts in discourse communities position reading
as an intertextually dependent practice that positions texts as ‘conversations’ amongst
scholars in various academic communities. It is implicit that readers often consume
texts strategically in order to write. In the classroom, then, instructors might point to
the intertextual dimensions of a particular text to help students see various reading-
writing connections at work. With a given academic text in hand, student-readers may
be asked to determine the particular scholar’s methodological approach to get a sense
for the ‘ways of thinking and practicing’ (Kreber, 2009) of similar disciplinary prac-
titioners. Instructors can, then, ask students to apply similar research methods in their
own work. In this instance, students’ reading and writing activity, together, become an
epistemological scaffold for disciplinary apprenticeship.

Pedagogical methods that foreground the goal of situating texts within discourse com-
munities have far-reaching implications; according to Downs (2010), such reading peda-
gogies are firmly aligned with the composition field’s underlying principles. He asks,

if we take as a given that reading is embedded in communities of practice […] what kind of
analysis, synthesis, or evaluation is it that we intend to teach – the kind used in literary criti-
cism, in political science, in chemistry, in music? (emphasis in original, p. 19)

Downs cautions against treating the act of reading as a decontextualized skill since that
that could lead to reductivist notions of college-level reading in which ‘Texts and
readers seem to come “out of nowhere,” with no histories, backgrounds, or reasons for
being’ (p. 23). Asking students to consider the exigence of texts – that is, what prompted
a particular writer to create a given text – garners attention to the social circumstances
surrounding the production of texts, a practice that Downs strongly advocates for FYC.
Instructors can accomplish this feat by offering students a behind-the-scenes glimpse of
the intertextual processes that drive scholarly work. For example, by sharing a recent
Call For Proposals that was recently circulated throughout a particular scholarly discourse
community, paired with a proposal for that collection, instructors can provide students
with concrete examples of how texts are situated within disciplinary communities.

By pinpointing the overt or implied research gap in a particular field(s) – a customary
practice of scholarly activity – students can take strides towards more deliberately contri-
buting something new to ongoing scholarly conversations in their own work. In these
ways, when instructors explicitly ask students to situate texts within discourse commu-
nities, they afford students significant agency as participants in the perpetual research
cycle.

Reading like a writer

As a unique reading lens, reading like a writer (Bunn, 2011) invites students to speculate
on an author’s various writerly decisions that can, in turn, inform their own writerly
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decisions. In this way, reading like a writer becomes a conscious, reflexive activity – akin to
listening (to music) like a musician, watching (film) like a director, or even tasting (food)
like a chef. Adler-Kassner and Estrem (2007) use the term ‘process-based reading’ to
describe this approach to reading, in which a reader ‘focuses on the work of the writer/
researcher, scrutinizing the text to look at the decisions made by the writer in the
process of textual production as a possible model for students’ own writing/research
work’ (pp. 40–41). They argue that this approach can enable composition teachers to pos-
ition students in a place that privileges their agency as they flexibly move within the ‘third
space’ – a self-adaptive literate zone where students simultaneously use the language of
academic discourse while also staying true to their own voices, cultures, and dialects.

In some applications of this pedagogy, readers who engage with texts through the lens
of reading like a writer might search for a writer’s ‘moves’ – a catch-all term that
encourages students to reflect on a given text as a series of rhetorical choices a writer
has made. For example, Graff and Birkenstein (2010) outline academic ‘moves’ in their
scaffolded ‘They Say, I Say’ approach, which offers an imitative strategy that encourages
students to adopt or adapt syntactical patterns as a means of more clearly embedding
their ideas within the broader academic conversation.

Transformative reading lenses

Each of these three reading lenses – deconstructing genres, situating texts in discourse com-
munities, and reading like a writer – can redirect students’ reading activity in ways that
shape long-term writing development, an idea illuminated by Genette’s (1979) theory of
transtextuality. Genette suggests that all texts are informed, in some way, by other texts
– an idea that parallels a fundamentally Vygotskian theory of language and, in fact, a
threshold concept of Writing Studies (Adler-Kassner & Wardle, 2015). Though such sus-
tained reading-writing connections manifest subconsciously throughout a reader’s life,
they can also be explicitly taught when instructors position texts as tools for fostering
reading-writing connections. By guiding students’ reading in such a way, they can help
students read for writing transfer. Students’ textual consumption, in other words, can
directly impact their current and future textual production.

Clearly, these three reading lenses share some similar qualities and converging pur-
poses. Morrow (1997), for instance, envisions deconstructing genres as a gateway
towards situating texts in discourse communities, claiming that

more recent explorations of the concept of genre, especially in rhetoric and linguistics, have
addressed what might be called the ‘textual dynamics’ of discourse communities […] Knowl-
edge of genre conventions as well as the ability to discern conventions from observable pat-
terns of texts in discourse communities give readers access to varied conversations […] By
emphasizing genre conventions, we can teach students how to identify characteristics of dis-
course in distinct communities. (p. 469)

Similarly, deconstructing genres and reading like a writer are not mutually exclusive
reading lenses. For instance, Adler-Kassner and Estrem (2007) found that FYC instructors
at Eastern Michigan University used ‘structure-based reading’ to help students to develop
conscious decisions about how to enact genres in their own written work. Bunn (2013)
conducted a similar study and found that the method most often used to teach reading-
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writing connections was assigning sample texts of student papers and published pieces so
students could practice ‘identifying particular techniques to try out in their own writing or
read to recognize genre conventions’ (p. 500). However, he acknowledges it is unclear
whether instructors take the next step to deliberately guide students towards deconstruct-
ing the specific conventions of the particular genre that they’re reading. Commenting on
effective reading-writing pedagogies, Bunn states that students found the assigned course
readings to be the most helpful for their own writing when instructors selected model texts
for the ‘dual purpose of reading for individual writing techniques and strategies that they
can try out, and of reading the text as an example of the genre that they will be working in
themselves’ (p. 511).

Together, these three reading lenses help readers to create knowledge about texts,
writers, and literacy. Students who adopt these lenses can read for construction instead
of reading purely for content, and this altered stance positions them to make reading-
writing connections.

Methods

Research site: FYC in context

As the closest approximation to a universal course across nearly all higher-education
contexts in the US, FYC offers a productive research site to explore reading in postse-
condary contexts due to its expansive presence within the academy and its prospects
for leveraging transfer across the disciplines. According to recent estimates by the
National Census of Writing (2013), 96% of four-year colleges require students to suc-
cessfully complete FYC. While students’ academic experiences in any single course
cannot possibly embody the wide range of literate activity that students will encounter
throughout their college careers, it is reasonable to claim that students’ work in some
FYC contexts will, to some extent, reflect academic activity across the university. In
some ways, then, FYC might be conceptualized as an academic apprenticeship in post-
secondary literacy. Consequently, educational researchers can examine FYC instruc-
tors’ reading pedagogies for insights into privileged ways of reading across the
academy.

At this research site, FYC is conceptualized through teaching for transfer (TFT) and
writing about writing (WAW) perspectives. As articulated by Downs and Wardle
(2014), students ‘build declarative and procedural knowledge about writing, writers,
writing processes, discourse, textuality, and literacy’ (p. 20) through studying many
of the concepts that lay the foundation of Yancey, Robertson, and Taczak’s TFT frame-
work, including audience, genre, rhetorical situation, exigence, and discourse commu-
nity. In their edited collection First-Year Composition: From Theory to Practice,
Coxwell-Teague and Lunsford (2014) point to a consensus among compositionists
that many of these terms ought to form part of the foundational knowledge for
FYC. The conceptual foundation also echoes the five knowledge domains articulated
by Beaufort’s (2007) framework – writing process, rhetorical, genre, discourse commu-
nity, and content – that have been used to theorize transfer. WAW- and TFT-based
FYC courses, in sum, attempt to leverage students’ literate activity across future
writing contexts in more situated ways.
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Participants

This study examined the reading pedagogies of FYC Teaching Assistants in the writing
program of one research-intensive university. As graduate students in the humanities
and emerging composition instructors, the participants brought dual disciplinary encul-
turations to this study, expanding the possibilities of conceptualizing reading in and
beyond FYC. Their immersion in humanities disciplines including history, religious
studies, English, comparative literature, and music brought specific ‘ways of thinking
and practicing’ (Kreber, 2009; Donald, 2009) to their teaching practices. Additionally,
TAs’ pre-service training practicum for teaching FYC was infused with contemporary the-
ories in composition scholarship, including writing about writing (Wardle & Downs,
2014), teaching for transfer (Yancey, Robertson, & Taczak, 2014), threshold concepts of
Writing Studies (Adler-Kassner & Wardle, 2015), reading in the writing classroom
(Bunn, 2011; Rosenberg, 2011) and genre (Dirk, 2010; Reiff & Bawarshi, 2011) that, col-
lectively, laid a foundation for their composition praxis. These dual enculturations
afforded unique ‘insider’ perspectives (i.e., novice FYC instructors familiar with Writing
Studies scholarship) and ‘outsider’ perspectives (i.e., near-expert scholars in the huma-
nities) to my inquiry on reading pedagogies, offering a more expansive portrait of the
array of reading activities associated with postsecondary literacy. By all indications, it
seems that GTAs drew from their expansive backgrounds in designing their FYC
courses. Pending their supervisor’s approval, each GTA had agency to design their FYC
courses in accordance with the course’s stated learning outcomes, which are very
closely aligned with those articulated in the WPA Outcomes Statement for First-Year
Composition.

Methodology and instruments

My exploratory inquiry was ethnographically informed; I took cautious efforts to avoid
designing a top-down, prescriptive study – a particularly troubling charge for qualitative
social science inquiries that rely on participants’ language. I tried to privilege participants’
phenomenological perspectives (Davis, 1995; Starks & Trinidad, 2007) and maintain a
‘grounded theory’ (Charmaz, 2001) approach to data collection, analysis, coding, and
instrument construction. To this end, I constructed survey and interview questions, in
part, based on GTAs’ responses to a pilot survey. I adapted interview questionnaires
after reviewing each GTA’s classroom resources such as their syllabi, assignment
prompts, and lesson plans. These methods invited GTAs to articulate reading activity in
their own words and, by extension, broadened the scope of my inquiry into reading in
the writing classroom.

Survey and interview questions directed GTAs’ attention to how they attempted to
guide students’ reading in FYC. One example of an open-ended survey question is,
‘What particular reading behavior (skills, strategies, or stances) do you believe is the
most important for students’ success in FYC, and why?’ Examples of interview questions
include ‘Why do you ask students to read in your FYC course?’ and ‘Characterize the type
of reader you’re attempting to shape students into by the end of FYC.’ Altogether, I crafted
questions that would help me explore my overarching research question – that is, how do
FYC instructors guide students’ reading? Twenty-four GTAs completed the survey –
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accounting for 86% of the GTAs in this writing program – and eleven of these instructors
participated in follow-up interviews. Their collective responses offer support for theorizing
the transformative power of three transformative reading lenses: deconstructing genres,
situating texts in discourse communities, and reading like a writer.

Analysis

Deconstructing genres

A foundational component of the GTAs’ reading pedagogies included focusing students’
attention to textual features. An alphabetized list of the wide range of textual features that
they mentioned – some of which clearly illuminate their academic training in the huma-
nities – includes acrostics, allusions, argument, characters’ perspectives, claims/points,
conclusions, evidence, examples, intertextual connections across texts, introductions,
grammar, mechanics, metadiscourse/signposts, methodology, narrative-based ‘I’ language,
organization/structure (in particular, ‘Introduction-Method-Results-Discussion’), punc-
tuation, style, syntax, theoretical frameworks, transitions/flow, and word play. By asking
students to, first, pinpoint particular surface-level conventions, instructors then pivoted
students’ attention towards the rhetorical purposes of each textual feature.

During surveys and interviews, GTAs acknowledged the transformative value of decon-
structing genre and described how they attempt to equip their students with this skill.
Reflecting on the inherent challenge of FYC, Lucinda invokes claims that ‘It’s impossible
to teach students everything they need to know about writing in their major, in all college
classes, in all future work situations.’ In light of this, she believes ‘genre analysis’ provides a
way instructors can ‘help students develop skills for the long term’ and ‘teach[ing] them
how to recognize, understand, and write within different genres would prepare them to
tackle any writing situation.’

Channeling an insight he attributed to Heidegger, Honus invoked doorknobs and their
functionality as a metaphor for becoming aware of genres and their (functional) conven-
tions. ‘When they stop working,’ he claims, you become very aware of door knobs; when
something breaks, it shows up clearer.’ Honus tries to bring this idea to life in his FYC
classroom on the very first day with a genre-infused ‘icebreaker activity.’ He asks students
to compile and share ‘conventional questions for icebreakers,’ then forbids them to use any
questions on their curated list. When students inevitably stumble through their icebreaker
interviews with random, awkward questions, Honus believes he has successfully planted a
seed towards cultivating this deconstructing genres lens, noting that the activity ‘illustrates
in a pretty clear and obvious way to what extent our interactions with each other are highly
conventionalized – and highly conventionalized for good purpose.’ Reflecting on students’
uptake of this activity, Honus offers, ‘People tend to like ice breakers for after we do that—
normal icebreakers, everybody hates them. But then I ask them later: what do people think
about normal ice breakers? And they say those are good questions.’

Situating texts in discourse communities

Many of the GTAs assigned either Swales’s (1990) ‘The Concept of Discourse Community’
or Johns’s (1997) ‘Discourse Communities and Communities of Practice: Membership,
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Conflict, and Diversity’ as required reading. After his students have read these scholarly
texts, Honus asks them ‘How might discourse communities be helpful for the sort of
analysis we’re doing in this class?’ He conceptualizes this term as a way to orient first-
year students to academic discourse and scholarly communication. Based on his experi-
ences teaching undergraduates in multiple disciplines, Honus claims that ‘students are
really confused about half of the time about what we’re talking about [in our courses]
and why it matters’ and he believes that asking students to situate texts in discourse com-
munities offers a way to resolve this confusion. ‘I really like having that concept,’ he notes,
‘because it gives [students] a tool for analyzing what this crazy person who makes their
living studying totally obscure shit is doing, and why they’re doing it.’

In her second major writing project, Brittany asks her students to examine a discourse
community. Although she focuses ‘this whole unit [on] how different practices are used to
create a community’ she includes a twist at the end of the unit by leading students through
a role-playing activity that illuminates the constraints imposed by the 1964 Louisiana Lit-
eracy Test as ‘an example of literacy practices that are [also] used to exclude people from a
community.’ While she sets up her role-playing activity, Brittany tells her class: ‘So we’re
going to take a test that was given in this context – 1964 in Louisiana, just think about
what’s happening at that time – and I’m going to be the Registrar, the person who says
you pass or fail. You can’t go above me to my superior. I decide whether you pass or
fail [and] there is no recourse.’ Reflecting on the success of this activity, Brittany states
that this activity ‘perfectly makes the point about how you can use language and use
things socially to affect society.’ By contextualizing the 1964 Louisiana Literacy Test
through this interactive activity, Brittany hopes that students will understand how dis-
course communities are bound by shared values and literacy practices. This awareness
can, in turn, be used to compose texts in and across discourse communities with a heigh-
tened awareness that ‘writing is a social and rhetorical activity’ (Adler-Kassner & Wardle,
2015, p. 17).

Similarly, albeit more simplistically, Kurt characterizes discourse communities as ‘a
useful way of understanding how people interact.’ According to Dylan, this understanding
helped his students read and write with a heightened sense of audience. He perceived
greater success in students’ writing for those

who were able to think about oh, discourse communities are like specific types of audiences,
and then connect the term audience – which they had encountered in numerous readings
from [the previous writing project] – to the idea of discourse communities, which was new.

In this way, situating texts in discourse communities parallels the reciprocal relationship
between reading and writing in Bazerman’s (1980) conversational model.

Reading like a writer

A considerable number of GTAs noted the transformative value of reading like a writer in
and beyond FYC. One of Keith’s comments suggests that this reading lens embodies
another threshold concept of Writing Studies, ‘Text is an Object Outside of Oneself
That Can be Improved and Developed’ (p. 61). Reading like a writer, Keith stated, ‘requires
that students acknowledge a distance between themselves and their writing, and in this
space they can come to terms with their own thinking,’ an idea that echoes Adler-
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Kassner and Estrem’s (2007) ‘third space.’ Relating this lens to considerations of audience
(s), Dylan argued that reading like a writer heightens students’ self-as-audience awareness
for their own written work, pointing to the value of ‘playing that role of audience as a
reader, you could then, sort of, take that experience and apply it to the process of
writing.’ Joni reinforced Keith and Dylans’ claims, adding that reading like a writer
‘reinforces the fact that writing is about making writerly choices and that any work of
writing can be revised and altered. This [awareness] allows students to see that writing
is about freedom and not just constraint.’

Many GTAs mentioned that, in addition to its transformative potential, reading like a
writer is a new way of reading for students that is initially disorienting. Characterizing it as
‘a totally different mindset,’ Melissa claims that adopting this reading lens is ‘something
students almost always say they have never thought about.’ Dylan attributes this to stu-
dents’ secondary-school education in which ‘their prior knowledge emphasizes reading
only for comprehension.’ However, he adds,

Once [students] understand that language can be looked at as language – that is, language
specifically shaped by the choices made by a writer – it usually represents a significant
hurdle on the way toward thinking about their own language as writers.

GTAs perceived this reading lens to be such a crucial component of their reading ped-
agogies that, when asked to identify the single-most important reading-related skill, strat-
egy, or stance required to achieve success in their first-year composition courses, a
majority of GTAs named reading like a writer and qualified their responses in the follow-
ings ways:

. ‘In teaching students that there are many kinds of writing, [students] need to be able to
deconstruct other people’s writing, thinking about how it was put together and for what
purpose.’

. ‘Students have voiced the value of this skill in all of my courses. I think it helps them
model rhetorical strategies in their own writing, helps them realize that writing is a
series of choices, and also reminds them that they can create writing products from
looking at samples.’

. ‘If a student can read like a writer, then [they] can learn how to identify other writing
strategies and assess the impact of those writing strategies. This will allow the student to
develop a greater arsenal of writing strategies [or] tools in [their] own writing. Essen-
tially, I see reading like a writer as a crucial skill because it empowers the student to
continually learn how to write in different ways every time [they] read something, what-
ever the text may be.’

. ‘This is a skill that can lead to great gains down the road. Paying attention to how others
craft texts within specific contexts can be copied or simply [be] inspirational. Knowing
what you like and knowing how to implement it in your own writing can be very
effective rhetorically.’

Finally, one GTA articulated a particularly sophisticated version of reading like a writer
that required students to adopt a different version of this lens depending on the current
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iteration of their drafted work. Describing how she facilitates her peer-review workshops,
Stevie stated,

We can consciously choose not just to read like a writer, but to choose a specific priority for
this version of reading like a writer. And the next time [we] read, [we]’ll be doing a different
kind of reading like a writer.

More specifically, she hopes that students continue to use this layered lens to ‘revise the
deeper structural stuff first and end up with more surface-level conventions.’ When
Stevie’s students bring a reading-like-a-writer lens to their own written work, they do so
by privileging higher-order concerns during early stages of the writing process such as
argumentation and organization. Conversely, she encourages student-readers to focus
on lower-order concerns during later draft revisions.

Discussion

With these three reading lenses, the FYC GTAs attempted to recalibrate students’ engage-
ments with texts in ways that could enhance their writing development. When students
successfully adopted these lenses, they could move beyond reading exclusively for
content and begin reading for construction. This altered stance transformed students’ pos-
sibilities of making reading-writing connections in future literate activity. Students can
read texts with attention to conventions (deconstructing genres), intended audience along-
side their ‘ways of thinking and practicing’ (Kreber, 2009) as disciplinary practitioners,
(situating texts in discourse communities), and ‘moves’ (reading like a writer), then
apply those insights to their own written work.

Each reading lens, however, is limited. While deconstructing genres can heighten stu-
dents’ awareness of surface-level textual features, along with the rhetorical function of
each feature – not to mention the social utility of particular texts – its capacity for cultivat-
ing transfer is partially premised on the notion that students will be reading the same
genres that they will be writing. In other words, this reading lens requires a reading-
writing genre alignment. When such reading-writing genre alignment is not present –
that is, when students are required to enact different genres than those they are reading
– students’ ability to fluidly make reading-writing connections will likely be compromised.
When instructors enable this alignment, however, deconstructing genres can become a
powerful reading lens to optimize writing transfer.

A similar story is true for situating texts in discourse communities. In theory, this
reading lens illuminates the essence of postsecondary literacy: it aims to contextualize
texts amidst discipline-specific scholarly conversations, which reflects authentic academic
activity. In practice, however, students might not be consistently encouraged to situate
their own writing in distinct, discipline-specific, authentic discourse communities. A
lack of disciplinary boundaries at some instructional sites may problematize the utility
of foregrounding situating texts in discourse communities in writing pedagogy; at non-
research-intensive postsecondary institutions, for instance, instructors may be less con-
cerned with apprenticing students into the nuances of particular disciplinary discourse
communities.

Finally, instructors who hope to equip students with a reading like a writer lens may risk
decontextualizing texts as distinct genres that are often situated within particular discourse

180 Z. K. DE PIERO



communities. Students may, in other words, adopt stylistic techniques without a consider-
ation of context. When students can detect some ‘moves’ that a given writer has made and
apply them in their own work, they have made a reading-writing connection; however, a
more sophisticated use of reading like a writer also considers how a particular tailored
various ‘moves’ with a specific audience in mind.

Despite these shortcomings, GTAs’ comments clearly point to the expansive role that
each reading lens can play in students’ learning in and beyond FYC – an idea captured by
Dylan, who remarks on the collective value of these three transformative reading lenses:
‘Deep analysis is a transferable skill.’ Such ‘deep’ analytical insights gleaned from
reading texts, however, may not necessarily (or likely) successfully transfer to students’
writing endeavors unless instructors can take strides towards explicitly guiding students
through these reading-writing connections. Bunn’s (2013) research with FYC faculty at
the University of Michigan – including GTAs and full-time lecturers – yields a similar cau-
tionary tale. While many instructors acknowledged assigning model texts for the purpose
of highlighting possible reading-writing connections, Bunn wonders whether instructors
take the next step of showing students how to deconstruct genres:

Instructors assign these texts intending for students to read them as models of genre, but it
remains unclear whether instructors are actually teaching students how to do this. […] This is
a potential disconnect in the course: instructors want students to read for genre conventions
but fail to explain this to students or teach them how to do it. (p. 508, emphasis in original)

Deconstructing genres fills this precise gap. When instructors can cultivate students’ ability
to flexibly adopt reading lenses, they can optimize students’ ability to make reading-
writing connections by better preparing them for ‘how to do this.’ Indeed, when instruc-
tors foreground transformative reading lenses in FYC such as deconstructing genres, situ-
ating texts in discourse communities, and reading like a writer, they take up Downs and
Wardle’s (2007) call to reimagine FYC by moving from

[T]eaching ‘how to write in college’ to teaching about writing – from acting as if writing is a
basic, universal skill to acting as if writing studies is a discipline with content knowledge to
which students should be introduced, thereby changing their understandings about writing
and thus changing the ways they write. (p. 553, emphasis in original)

Conclusion

In twenty-four surveys and eleven interviews, the FYC GTAs in one university writing
program discussed the role of reading in their FYC courses that were infused with
writing about writing and teaching for transfer perspectives. This group brought
dual enculturations to their FYC pedagogy: extensive graduate training in various
humanities disciplines in addition to their pre-service practicum in composition
theory and practice. Their responses indicate that three reading lenses are particularly
well-suited for leveraging writing transfer: deconstructing genres, situating texts in dis-
course communities, and reading like a writer. Each of these lenses recalibrates reader-
text transactions by helping readers construct knowledge about reading, texts, writers,
and literacy that can, in turn, inform future writing activity – an insight that strongly
challenges notions that associated the teaching of reading with reductive or misdirected
writing pedagogies.
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The open-ended surveys and follow-up interviews used in this study yielded more
nuanced understanding of these writing instructors’ reading pedagogies. Nevertheless,
these qualitative methods only offer a partial glimpse into this complex activity; they
remain a starting point for conducting research on reading in the writing classroom.

Further inquiries can explore a wide range of data points. Instructional documents such
as syllabi, assignments, and required readings offer necessary context to any examination
of efferent, purpose-driven reading practices; textual analyses of these documents can yield
noteworthy patterns and questions that merit additional investigation. Future researchers
might extend these ethnographic considerations by conducting classroom observations to
determine how instructors operationalize these reading lenses through their in-class direc-
tives and activities, which could be examined in greater depth during follow-up interviews
with instructors.

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, researchers must examine students’ perspec-
tives on their own reading and writing development through the full range of research
methods: surveys, interviews, textual analyses, observations, and think-aloud protocols.
Longitudinal studies that draw on a combination of these methods likely offer the most
complete opportunity for gaining insights into students’ transfer of literacy across con-
texts, specifically as it pertains to how students’ writing processes are shaped by these
three reading lenses. If, in fact, deconstructing genres, situating texts in discourse commu-
nities, and reading like a writer are as transformative as many of these GTAs perceived
them to be, students must be able to flexibly adjust these reading lenses to navigate a
broad terrain of postsecondary genre expectations and disciplinary boundaries.
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