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First-year reading experiences are increas-
ingly common on college campuses, 

but little has been written on what these 
programs are and on the extent to which 
they achieve academic objectives. A simple 
definition is that common reading programs 
are educationally purposeful programs that 
engage students in a variety of in- and out-
of-class academic and social experiences. 
Despite this definition, a misconception 
exists that these programs involve little 
more than selecting a book and asking or 
requiring students to read it. In fact, many 

common reading programs do consist of students reading an assigned book over 
the summer and then discussing it with their peers and teachers when they arrive 
on campus for the start of their first college year. Yet, other programs have grown 
to include library exhibits, film series, theatrical performances, and grant-funded 
faculty development experiences. As such, these programs move beyond seeing 
the common reading experience as an orientation activity. Thus, a question this 
monograph explores is “How do campuses move beyond the book as an orientation 
event to create an ongoing and engaging academic initiative for students?”

Successful programs are broadly defined for purposes of this monograph as 
programs that (a) have clearly articulated goals and plan activities in alignment 
with these goals, (b) build partnerships across campus, (c) move beyond isolated 
efforts to sustained initiatives embedded in the campus culture, (d) are innovative 
and creative, and (e) use assessment for program improvement. Colleagues at several 
colleges and universities that have been successful in creating such conditions were 
invited to submit narratives of their programs to be used as examples in this mono-
graph. Their submissions became the body of evidence used in good part to compile 
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the lists of goals, characteristics, and activities of common reading programs. Web 
sites of other programs and e-mail exchanges with colleagues directing common 
reading initiatives provided additional, valuable insights into innovative work.

This monograph describes the rationale for common reading programs along 
with goals and potential outcomes. It also describes the primary elements of com-
mon reading programs including: (a) planning and promoting programs, (b) design-
ing events and activities, (c) selecting the reading, (d) connecting common readings 
to the curriculum, and (e) assessing the program. Chapter 1 outlines the goals and 
purposes of common reading programs. Chapter 2 focuses on types of common 
reading programs and the primary components of such programs. Creating and 
promoting common reading programs, including the resources needed to support 
them, is the subject of chapter 3. Chapter 4 includes advice and examples of how 
different institutions approach the task of selecting the book.

Chapter 5 offers advice on planning ancillary events and activities for the com-
mon reading, while chapter 6 takes up strategies for incorporating common reading 
programs into the classroom, including a brief overview of the pedagogies that can 
promote active and collaborative learning. In chapter 7, Catherine Andersen de-
scribes some basic assessment principles with examples of assessment from several 
common reading programs. The monograph concludes with a summary of themes 
from across the chapters and a discussion of trends and future directions. In ad-
dition, text boxes located in each chapter highlight specific designs, structures, or 
activities of several established programs and provide examples for other educators 
to consider as they build, sustain, and improve their common reading efforts.

Several people were responsible for the writing of this monograph. I would 
like to thank Stuart Hunter for asking me what I might like to focus on for my 
next project and to Tracy Skipper for keeping me on task and encouraging me to 
move ahead with this project. I am especially grateful to Liz Clark, Nancy Spann, 
Donnelle Graham, Zaide Pixley, Diane Seuss, Catherine Andersen, Stephen Braye, 
Kristen diNovi, and Carrie Linder for crafting the case studies on their programs 
that provided the rich, descriptive examples placed throughout this book. A special 
thank you as well, to other colleagues who spent time via e-mail or phone educating 
me about the best practices of their common reading programs. I greatly appreci-
ate the contributions Chris Dennis and Catherine Andersen made to chapters in 
this monograph. It is a privilege to call you colleagues and friends. As with all my 
writing projects, I am especially grateful to my Temple colleagues and my family 
for supporting my work and helping me find the time to write and edit.

All of us involved with this monograph hope it will help educators design and 
improve their common reading experiences. We see this book as a starting point 
for on-campus discussions about the goals and values of reading programs and for 
broader conversations about promoting student success.




