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BACKGROUND

 At the University of Wisconsin-Superior, two full-

time (non tenured) academic teaching staff 

teach all sections of our developmental writing 

course on campus

 UWS has no stand-alone reading courses to 

supplement, so any reading instruction students 

will receive as freshmen is likely to occur in this 

course or in IDS 095, a Collegiate Studies Course 



BACKGROUND (Slide 2)

Our courses are accelerated co-requisites, 

with a WRIT 099 lab paired with students’ 

credit-bearing Introduction to Academic 

Writing course

 The 099 lab, of course, is the most 

appropriate place to address literacy 

needs



Fall 2018 Scholarship of Teaching 

and Learning (SoTL) Project 

I administered three tools to my students at the beginning 

of the semester and once again shortly after midterm:

1. A selection of multiple-choice reading comprehension 

questions drawn from Accuplacer sample exams. 

2. A selection of text (chosen by me) with minimal 

instructions for students to read and annotate according 

to their current understanding of the task. 

3. A multiple-choice and short-answer survey of self-

reported habits and confidence (or lack thereof) in 

students’ reading strategies.



ACTIVE READING UNIT

 Within the first few weeks of class, I introduced the idea 

of active reading

 Compare to being “passive” while watching a sport 

being played vs. being “active” while playing it

 Discuss the parts of the brain that “fire” when we 

annotate a text vs. just passively read it

 Discuss the increase in comprehension and retention 

of material

 Discuss the ease of review when student returns to the 

text next time around



ACTIVE READING UNIT (slide 2)
 I also introduced basic active reading strategies

 KWL+ (know, want to learn, learned, new/other 

questions)

 SQ4R (survey, question, read, recite/respond/write, 

record/review 

 Other common strategies:

Keeping a double-entry journal

Chunking

Using graphic organizers

Previewing a text 



ACTIVE READING UNIT (slide 3)

 Other strategies we practiced:

 Writing nutshell summaries

 Flagging unfamiliar vocabulary and defining on the 

spot (also using context clues)

 Preparing a key/legend

All of this gives students the understanding of 

annotating with a purpose and gives them a 

toolbox;  they also need to learn which tools to 

learn for which “jobs”/tasks



ACTIVE READING UNIT (slide 4)

 Other strategies we regularly work on in the 

Introduction to Academic Writing course (with a 

focus on academic argument):

Reading with and against the grain

Marking passages/words that represent use of 

the rhetorical appeals (ethos, pathos, and 

logos)

Marking direct quotes and references to 

outside research (overlap with use of logos)



END-OF-SEMESTER 

FOLLOW-UP SURVEY
 At the end of the semester, I asked my students for feedback on the 

following four questions:

1. Do you believe you are a better/stronger reader now that you’ve 
taken this class?  Why or why not?

2. What active reading techniques did we learn about/use in this 
class that seem to work well for you?  Why are they helpful?

3. What active reading techniques did we learn about/use in this 
class that aren’t particularly effective for you?  Again, why did you 
not find them helpful?

4. Do you feel you are more confident in approaching college-level 
reading tasks with the skills and techniques gained in this class or 
not?  YES ___ NO ___ Please explain.



SIGNIFICANT RESULTS OF THE 

CONFIDENCE AND HABITS SURVEY

PRETEST RESULTS:

YES: 33.3%

MAYBE: 60%

NO: 6.7%

POSTTEST RESULTS:

YES: 60%

MAYBE: 40%

NO: 0%



SIGNIFICANT RESULTS OF THE CONFIDENCE 

AND HABITS SURVEY (Slide 2)
PRETEST RESULTS:

Always: 6.7%

Often: 20%

Sometimes: 33.3%

Rarely: 26.7%

Never: 13.3%

POSTTEST RESULTS:

Always: 0%

Often: 26.7%

Sometimes: 40%

Rarely: 20%

Never: 13.3%



SIGNIFICANT RESULTS OF THE CONFIDENCE 

AND HABITS SURVEY (Slide 3)

PRETEST RESULTS:

Slightly above average: 13.3 %

Average: 66.7 %

Slightly below average: 20 %

POSTTEST RESULTS:

Slightly above average: 26.7%

Average: 60 %

Slightly below average: 13.3 %



ACCUPLACER RESULTS

PRETEST AVERAGE: 6.63

POINTS CORRECT OUT OF 

TEN POSSIBLE 

N = 46

POSTTEST AVERAGE: 7.12

POINTS CORRECT OUT OF TEN 

POSSIBLE 

N = 25



CHALLENGES WITH ACCUPLACER 

RESULTS 

SAMPLE SIZE CHANGED FROM BEGINNING 

OF SEMESTER TO END 

(N = 46 VS. N = 25)

 It was encouraging that the total number 

of answers correct increased by .49%, but 

due to the change in sample size, no 

statistically significant conclusions can be 

made



CHALLENGES WITH THE STUDY REFLECT 

CHALLENGES WITH THIS POPULATION OF 

STUDENTS

 Endemic challenges with freshmen who place 

into developmental courses

Attendance

Study skills/habits

Follow-through

Commitment to low-stakes work or 

assignments that don’t bear weight



CONCLUSIONS
 The following increases from the beginning to the end of 

the semester were reported by the 15 students who took 
the pretest and the posttest as well as consented to 
participate: 

• 13.4% increase in understanding of what it means to be an active 
reader.

• 26.7% increase in students’ beliefs that their reading strategies are 
overall effective.

• 13.4% increase in students who sometimes or often highlight or mark 
up texts.

• 6.7 % increase in students’ ratings of their ability to summarize a text. 



CONCLUSIONS (slide 2)
 In an end-of-the-semester reflection, students were 

asked the following questions

“Do you believe you are a better/stronger reader now that 

you’ve taken this class?”  
-20 of 22 students replied “yes”

“Do you feel more confident approaching college-level 

reading tasks with the skills and techniques gained in this 

class or not?”

-18 out of 22 answered “yes”

-5 out of 22 answered “somewhat”

-0 out of 22 answered “no”



STUDENT COMMENTS

 “I have new strategies I can use when 

approaching a reading task.”

 “This class helped me get through my history 

class.”

 “I’m not afraid to read hard materials now.”

 “I can handle larger more complicated texts 

now.”

 “I feel like my reading comprehension has 

improved incredibly.”



STUDENT COMMENTS (slide 2)
 “It is important to not just read the text but also to mark it up in 

order to retain the information.”

 “[I’ve learned to] react to text with purpose.  Not just 

highlighting because writing will help you to remember more.  

I hope to start questioning text and pulling out nutshell 

summaries in order to be more engaged.”

 “I hope to adopt the ability to really just analyze and question 

whatever data that comes my way as I feel like that it [sic.] 

will really help me be engaged in everything.”

 “I hope to be a better annotator and critical thinker.”

 “I hope to start leaving notes and side comments to make it 

easier to study and look back at without having the reread all 

the time.”



STUDENT ANNOTATIONS
 Comparing student annotations from the beginning of the 

semester to the end showed increasing sophistication and 

intentionality in their annotation methods including the 

following:

 The use of a key/legend

 The use of multiple, rather than singular, colors for 

highlighting sections for different purposes rather than just 

the idea that the section was important in some way

 Reference to the rhetorical appeals (ethos, pathos, and 

logos), which shows they are joining the academic 

discourse community

 The use of nutshell summaries    



STUDENT #1 BEGINNING-OF-THE-

SEMESTER ANNOTATIONS



STUDENT #1 END-OF-SEMESTER 

ANNOTATIONS



STUDENT #2 BEGINNING-OF-

SEMESTER ANNOTATIONS



STUDENT #2 END-OF-SEMESTER 

ANNOTATIONS



STUDENT #2 END-OF-SEMESTER 

ANNOTATIONS (CONT’D)



STUDENT #3 BEGINNING-OF-

SEMESTER ANNOTATIONS



STUDENT #3 END-OF-SEMESTER 

ANNOTATIONS



STUDENT #3 END-OF-SEMESTER 

ANNOTATIONS CONT’D (USE OF KEY)



IMPLICATIONS OF RESEARCH

 As expected, there is a significant need for 

explicit active reading instruction and modeling 

for students who test into developmental writing 

courses.

 This kind of instruction offers students tools to 

tackle reading in their college courses with more 

confidence. 

 Students want these tools and recognize the 

impact they can have on their overall success in 

pursuit of their education.



INVESTIGATOR’S INSIGHTS AND 

RECOMMENDATIONS

 It’s best to introduce these strategies in the freshman 

year and then reinforce these practices via scaffolding 

throughout the four-year university curriculum

 Educators in various disciplines should reinforce these 

active reading strategies but with approaches unique to 

their discipline (this likely would require professional 

development)

 Students need to know best practices for active reading 

for core/general education courses but also in their field 

of study/individual disciplines, as these will not be the 

same



FURTHER INSIGHTS AND 

RECOMMENDATIONS

 Students also need to understand that they should use 

different active reading strategies for different purposes 
(e.g. if they’re being asked to paraphrase, analyze, 

compare/contrast, etc.)

 As a result, this conversation needs to include instruction 

on task awareness; otherwise, students will fall into a 

routine of annotating the same way every time, perhaps 

wasting time, for example, reading with and against the 

grain when they’ve only been asked to paraphrase



Students need and deserve instruction 

in these skills and strategies; their 

academic success—which 

requires retention and 

persistence with a 

growth mindset—

depends on this.

Public Policy Institute of California



THANK YOU, 

EVERYONE!

Any questions?



OPPORTUNITY FOR DISCUSSION/SHARING:

1.What unique approaches are you taking in your 

classrooms to students’ literacy needs?

2. What active reading techniques are you using in 

your classroom that we haven’t discussed today?

3. How are your institutions creatively and effectively 

responding to what may be referred to as a 

“literacy crisis” as the number of students who do 

not meet “college readiness” standards continues   

to increase?


