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College Reading and Studying:
The Complexity of Academic
Literacy Task Demands

Jodi Patrick Holschuh

Although there are various reasons for why preparing students for academic literacy
tasks is difficult, secondary and college educators can help in several ways.

It seems that every generation, at some point, discovers that
students cannot read as well as they would like or as well as
professors expect. (Maxwell, 1979, p. 269)

vestigating the academic literacy demandsin college.

This research was undertaken as a result of my ex-
periences in teaching developmental education courses,
as I wanted to better understand what was being asked of
students in their college courses. I enrolled in a full-time
load of undergraduate courses, which were selected to
provide experiences with a broad scope of disciplines and
literacy tasks. I attended classes, read, discussed, wrote,
studied, and took exams. In short, I completed all of the
tasks assigned to students. In Spanish, I drew my dream
house and then clumsily described it to a classmate using
the Spanish vocabulary from that week’s lessons. In eco-
nomics, I manipulated real-world data in an online learn-
ing system to understand the concepts of equilibrium,
consumer surplus, and producer surplus. In political sci-
ence, I watched and analyzed episodes of The West Wing,
and in geology, I memorized a variety of rock types and
formations and then went on a campus scavenger hunt to
find examples of them (Holschuh, 2013).

I found that there was no once-size-fits-all expecta-
tion for the depth or degree to which I was expected to
understand the information. There was no single strat-
egy that could aid in my completion of course tasks. There
were, however, a myriad of literacy tasks that students
were expected to be able to engage in. This is not surpris-
ing, and it helps illuminate the complexity of academic
literacy task demands at the college level. In this com-
mentary, I discuss the academic literacy demands in col-
lege by examining some of the reasons why it is difficult

S everal years ago, I embarked on a research study in-
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to fully prepare students and several ways educators can
help them on the path toward college readiness.

Academic Literacy

With all of the attention being paid to college readiness
and especially academic literacy, it is reasonable to won-
der why so many students arrive in college underprepared
for the rigors of the literacy demands. From the first day
of my undergraduate semester, I was struck by the multi-
tude of tasks and of decisions that needed to be made that
would impact the ways I approached the literacy tasks.
Some of my decisions included buying the economics
textbook even though it was not required, deciding to take
notes on my own even when the professor provided them,
and deciding to read the text before class in political sci-
ence and Spanish but waiting until after the lecture in
economics and geography. These are just a few examples
of the many decisions that all students must make; how-
ever, once students start along a studying path, many find
it difficult to make changes (Holschuh & Aultman, 2009).

To better grasp what is included in the expectations
for college academic literacy, it is helpful to understand
a general definition of academic task. Doyle (1983) de-
fined academic task as

attention on three aspects of students’ work: (a) the prod-
ucts students are to formulate, such as an original essay or
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answers to a set of test questions; (b) the operations that
are to be used to generate the product, such as memorizing
a list of words or classifying examples of a concept; and
(c) the “givens” or resources available to students while they
are generating a product, such as amodel of a finished essay
supplied by the teacher or a fellow student. Academic tasks,
in other words, are defined by the answers students are re-
quired to produce and the routes that can be used to obtain
these answers. (p. 161)

Research has estimated that over 80% of college-level
tasks involve reading. Thus, it is important to examine
the academic literacy task demands of college in addition
to general academic tasks (Nist & Simpson, 2000).

Academic literacy tasks are the subset of all aca-
demic tasks that involve reading and writing and are
rooted within larger cultural practices. Yancey (2009)
defined academic literacy as the ability to (a) write for
different purposes, audiences, and occasions; (b) access,
interpret, and evaluate information; (c) think critically;
(d) reflect one’s performance; and (e) create new texts
and new knowledge. These tasks are typically multidi-
mensional, developmental, and goal focused (Alexander,
2012). Academic literacy is more than a series of skills; it
is a social practice that involves both the reader and the
larger community context and occurs as a result of a con-
textualized learning environment (Gee, 2015; Holschuh
& Paulson, 2013; Porter, 2018). Because there are so many
aspects involved in academic literacy at the postsecond-
ary level, Stahl and Armstrong (2018) suggested that
college reading might be more accurately described as
“college literacy, reading, learning, and study strategies
instruction and student support” (p. 48).

New standards for college readiness seek to engage
learners in increasingly higher levels of academic read-
ing skills before college (National Center for Education
Statistics, 2016). The goal is to help students gain the
academic knowledge and skills to be ready for college-
level work (Achieve, 2011; Conley, 2014). However, the
National Center for Education Statistics reported that
only 37% of 12th-grade students are proficient-level read-
ers. Other research has estimated that 75% of community
college students and more than 50% of four-year college
students are unprepared to meet the literacy demands
of college (ACT, 2013; American Institutes for Research,
2006). These struggles are not due to a lack of basic skills
alone (Greenleaf, Schoenbach, Cziko, & Mueller, 2001).

The Difficulty of Preparing Students
for Academic Literacy Demands

It has been well documented in the literature that col-
lege students often struggle with academic literacy
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demands. There is evidence of reading assistance col-
lege classes dating back before the 1900s (Stahl & King,
2009). Most college students in the 19th century had
trouble with basic reading, spelling, writing, and study-
ing demands, which led to the development of prepara-
tory programs (Wyatt, 1992). The reasons why students
are underprepared are complex and varied, with some
studies suggesting that it may be due to an increase in
text complexity (RAND Reading Study Group, 2002),
greater discipline-specific literacy demands (Greenleaf
et al., 2001; Shanahan & Shanahan, 2012), and unfamil-
iar sociocultural contexts (Gee, 2015), to name but a few.

Because many students struggle with the academic
literacy expectations in their courses, some college
faculty “have adopted a culture of work-arounds that
deliver content while avoiding their responsibility to
promote, integrate, and instruct either content read-
ing techniques or disciplinary literacy practices in
their respective classes” (Stahl & Armstrong, 2018, p.
58). This approach may extend student struggles with
literacy demands to postbaccalaureate programs, with
some research noting that incoming law students have
difficulty engaging in careful reading, have had limited
practice in reading complex text and lengthy text, and
although they read more than the national average, typ-
ically experience difficulty with academic literacy de-
mands in their first year of law school (Gallacher, 2007;
Montana, 2017).

Familiar yet Different. Many students find that the
literacy demands that are expected in college dif-
fer from those that they experienced in high school
(Yancey, 2009). Although the tasks may appear similar,
as students have experience in writing papers, read-
ing textbooks, and discussing readings with peers, the
postsecondary literacy expectations are more varied
and complex. Yancey described these differences as a
parallel universe with diverse reading and writing ex-
pectations from previous experiences. Additionally,
the literacy demands vary greatly from institution to
institution and even from professor to professor, which
makes it difficult to quantify exactly what the expecta-
tions will be for students (Henry & Stahl, 2017; Yancey,
2009). Thus, the literacy demands that students expe-
rience may vary greatly from national or local college
readiness standards.

Expected Reading Proficiency. ACT (2006) stated that
“the clearest differentiator in reading between students
who are college ready and students who are not is the
ability to comprehend complex texts” (p. 2). Students do
not need to be experts to be ready for college-level work,
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but they need to be proficient in reading skills such
as independent reading, close/careful reading, read-
ing across texts, and stamina for reading longer pieces
(Springer, Wilson, & Dole, 2014). They also need well-
developed fluency in reading in terms of word recogni-
tion accuracy and automaticity (Rasinski et al., 2017).

To be able to use these reading skills, students need
to have an understanding of what they are being asked
to do for any given task, and they need to possess a rep-
ertoire of literacy strategies (Nist & Simpson, 2000).
However, many students who were proficient readersin
high school experience difficulty with academic literacy
tasksin college. There are a variety of reasons why this
difficulty may occur. It may be because they need more
advanced reading strategies for the types of texts that
they encounter in college, or it may be due to the varied
nature and sources of text (Holschuh & Aultman, 2009).
Students are often asked to read from multiple sources
in college, which may cause students to struggle when
asked to think across texts (Shanahan & Shanahan,
2012). Or, students may have a misunderstanding or
underestimation of the reading and writing tasks re-
quired in a particular discipline, which may lead them
to misjudge the depth of thinking required (Shanahan
& Shanahan, 2008).

Discipline Specific. Disciplinary literacy focuses on
teaching the knowledge, abilities, and unique tools
that people within a discipline use to participate in
the discipline (Shanahan & Shanahan, 2012). There is
a growing body of evidence suggesting that knowledge
of discipline-specific strategies can prepare students to
meet college academic literacy demands by illuminating
important cultural practices of college (Moje, 2007). In
fact, for many students, learning the ways to navigate
across disciplines can serve as an important link for
entering students between in-school and out-of-school
knowledge (Moje, 2007). To prepare students for college
academic literacy demands, some high schools have
implemented reading courses for struggling students
that focus on general literacy and vocabulary strategies
(Lee & Spratley, 2010). However, this may leave students
underprepared to face the discipline-specific literacy
skills that college students are expected to possess
(Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008). Lee (2004,) suggested
using students’ real-world language and experiences to
scaffold disciplinary learning.

Metacognitive Influences. Metacognitive awareness
of when to use a particular reading or study strategy is
commonly included in reading instruction, and in fact,
students who exhibit this type of awareness define what
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it means to be an effective reader (Armstrong & Lampi,
2017). However, many students experience a discon-
nect between their perceived ability and their academic
performance. For example, despite mean raw scores
of below the 50th percentile on a reading comprehen-
sion test, Hooley and Thorpe (2017) found that 92% of
students believed that they understood what they were
reading most of the time and that 85% felt that they were
careful readers most of the time. Other research found
discrepancies between the reading strategies that
students reported using and those captured with eye
tracker data (Holschuh, Paulson, Lampi, Hernandez, &
Ramirez, 2014). These incongruities in metacognitive
awareness may be tied to the ability to use metacogni-
tive reading processes, which allow readers to detect
contradictions or inconsistencies in text, select impor-
tant information, and employ strategies depending on
the text and the discipline (Alexander, 2005; Pintrich,
2002).

Helping Students Prepare for
College Academic Literacy Tasks

In a discussion a few days before my undergraduate se-
mester, the geography professor expressed his frustra-
tion about students’ readiness for his class: “They don’t
even know where Wisconsin is! I give them the notes,
a study guide, a test review, and I think this will be the
semester where everyone gets an A.” He was sure that
providing more and more supports was the way to help
students succeed, but not surprisingly, these added sup-
ports did not ensure success for all, as evidenced by stu-
dent grades at the end of the semester. Although there
are many reasons why preparing students for academic
literacy tasks is difficult, there are some ways that sec-
ondary and college educators can help.

Build a Repertoire of Generative Strategies. Secondary
and college educators can teach strategies that help stu-
dents with college-level literacy tasks. Because reading is
amultidimensional, complex process (Alexander, 2012),
these strategies will need to do more than develop one skill
at a time. Readers need to know what strategies they are
employing, why they are using a particular strategy, and
under which conditions the strategy should be employed
(Armstrong & Lampi, 2017; Paris, Lipson, & Wixson,
1983). Reading in college is usually a solitary activity (Nist
& Simpson, 2000), so students need to learn generative
strategies that they can use independently (Holschuh &
Aultman, 2009; Nist & Simpson, 2002). However, know-
ing strategies, even the most effective ones, is not enough.
Unless students can move beyond teacher dependence
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and apply strategies on their own, they will have a difficult
time being prepared for the academic literacy demands
in college.

Build Independence. Educators can use strategies for
fostering independent reading and learning, including
peer collaboration, providing ample time for learn-
ing, and allowing students to grapple with text (Hynd-
Shanahan, 2013). Scaffolding student learning while
providing students with the independence they need is
a careful balancing act. Sometimes students are given
too much scaffolding to prepare for a task. For example,
if students are told what they are going to read or given
questions to answer instead of guiding students to ask
their own questions, students are left with little to dis-
cover as they read (Hynd-Shanahan, 2013). Before they
enter college, students should be given ample opportu-
nity to read, analyze, and interpret on their own using
the strategies that they have learned. They should also
be encouraged to modify strategies in such a way that
they have ownership in the strategies.

Build Experience With College-Level Text. To bet-
ter prepare them for college academic literacy de-
mands, students need to understand the components
that make text complex, such as text coherence, or-
ganization, disciplinary conventions, and sentence
structure (Shanahan, Fisher, & Frey, 2012). This is best
accomplished by teaching sophisticated, disciplinary
strategies using authentic, complex disciplinary text
(Holschuh, 2013). Instruction should begin with easier,
shorter text; build complexity and length over time
(Hynd-Shanahan, 2013); and include several genres of
nonfiction text, which plays the largest role in the types
of texts that students are expected to read (Yancey,
2009). Students also need experience in reading chal-
lenging text, which may be essential for developing lit-
eracy skills, as research has suggested that using easier
texts with learners who struggle with reading can ac-
tually impede literacy development (Shanahan et al.,
2012).

Build Stamina. Reading stamina is the ability to per-
severe in reading texts and is tied to maintaining mo-
tivation and persistence when reading challenging
text (Shanahan et al., 2012). It is a skill that many read-
ers need to develop from the earliest stages in reading
(Trainin, Hiebert, & Wilson, 2015). However, provid-
ing easier readings is not the answer because it does
not necessarily improve motivation for reading and
will not lead to gains in reading skills. Building read-
ing stamina is most effective when instructors are
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open with students about the goal of building capacity
for reading and comprehension strategies in tandem
(Hynd-Shanahan, 2013). One way to increase stamina
is to focus instruction on creating successive successes
(Shanahan et al., 2012), where students apply what they
have learned and engage in their own reading of text as
they move toward independence. It is also important for
readers to experience a context where struggling with
text “is honored and a valued part of learning” (Hynd-
Shanahan, 2013, p. 96). This experience has the potential
to build capacity for reading with reduced frustration
ifit is explicitly taught as a routine part of the learning
process. Additionally, the ability to stick with the task
of reading is often improved when students understand
the underlying mechanics of reading (Gulla, 2012).

Understand the Underlying Processes of Reading
and Learning. Readers need to do much more than
identify a main idea or detect an inference when they
read. They also need to be able to do more than skim
a text to glean basic facts. The most effective reading
strategies have metacognitive, cognitive, and affective
components and require purposeful effort to generate
meaning by building relations between the text and
what readers already know. Thus, readers are not pas-
sive participants; rather, they are intentionally orga-
nizing, isolating, and elaborating on key information
(Holschuh & Aultman, 2009; Nist & Simpson, 2002).
This will require a good deal of instruction, scaffolding,
and practice with different disciplines both within and
across genres of text (Holschuh & Aultman, 2009).

Concluding Thoughts

Students need some scaffolded experience with the
types of academic literacy tasks that they will experi-
ence before they enter college, and they will need con-
tinued support from educators once they matriculate
at college. As discussed earlier, for many students, the
tasks required in college seem familiar, but that can be
misleading. For example, at the beginning of this com-
mentary, [ described several tasks that I experienced in
my undergraduate semester that would seem familiar to
most students. However, the tasks went beyond what is
typically expected of students before they enter college.
Rather than just watching a video, the task required
analysis, interpretation, and comparison with political
theories learned in class. Rather than being quizzed on
alist of memorized geological terms, the task required
application of that knowledge to be able to find exam-
ples on campus. To complete these tasks, students were
expected to have a well-developed understanding of the
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academic literacy expectations of each professor and in
each context, which is essentially a new trial by fire ev-
ery semester. In this commentary, I touched on several
reasons why it is difficult to prepare students for all of
the academic literacy demands that they may face; how-
ever, empowering students with independent, authentic
experiences before college has the potential to help ease
the transition for many learners.
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