RETHINKING READING AND WRITING

Reading is a far more complicated activity that simply recognizing words and articulating them. Your reading assignments have been carefully chosen to provide you with new challenges, challenges far beyond plot and character information. To help you develop critical reading skills, you will keep a critical reading journal, not a personal response journal, and it will be a crucial element of our course work (additional handout on this). Our reading journals are designed to make you active readers who engage texts, formulate ideas, challenge your own existing and comfortable ideas, identify and work through problems you have in a text, and think critically. 

All of the writing assignments in this course are designed to help you become mature writers. This course will give you practice and helpful criticism necessary to make you flexible writers who can compose in a variety of modes and for a variety of purposes. Both your reading and your writing will make you aware of the interaction among authorial purpose, audience needs, the subject itself, generic conventions, and the resources of language: syntax, word choice, tone, and figurative language. 

Learning to think and write well is never as simple as memorizing a few definitions or becoming acquainted with the vocabulary and conventions of a particular academic field. Indeed, the most powerful thinkers continually test the limits of convention, question rules, and break established patterns of thought. But you can do this only by first testing and recognizing your own knowledge, and by discovering the power and validity of your own voice.  

Because our emphasis is on the importance of revision in the writing process, major papers will go through several rewrites. You will not receive a traditional grade on these papers, but will receive written feedback on each draft. This feedback, along with teacher conferences and occasional whole class analysis of individual papers provides you with direction for revisions. Please understand that your writing will be carefully evaluated. Evaluation is not always a grade, and you will find that the feedback you receive will help you become a more independent thinker and writer. I want you to focus not on a grade, but on your writing. I understand the importance of grades to you and am sensitive to your unfamiliarity with this method, but am convinced that loosening the grip on grades will allow you to take risks in your writing—risks that are essential for your development as writers. Ultimately, of course, a grade is required of me. I assure you that if you are working through your revisions in a timely fashion, following the guidelines for your revisions, and completing them in the RECOMMENDED number of drafts, you will receive an A for this particular portion of the course. 

Remember that to be a serious reader and writer, you must be a serious thinker. That means you must consistently challenge your own thinking and ask yourself hard questions about your own beliefs, ideas, and biases. Both reading and writing give you the opportunity to crystallize your best ideas, bring an order, complexity, and development to your thinking.
