
Proust and the Squid: The Story and Science of the Reading Brain
Maryanne Wolf.  New York: Harper Collins.  2007

Book Review
Norma J. Warner                                                                                Learning Lab

As a cognitive neuroscientist and director of the Center for Reading and Language Research at Tufts University , Maryanne Wolf’s overall intent is to explain the workings of the reading brain, both normal and dyslexic, with the hope that greater understanding will lead to better teaching/learning strategies for those who struggle to read.  Overall, this book was clearly written and directly useful for those teaching college level remedial reading. 

The first third of Wolf’s book provided background information on the historical development of literacy.  She discusses the first human efforts at recording thought, some 6000 years ago, as well as various syllaberies which led to the alphabets and writing systems used today. She stresses that human beings were not born with a “reading” gene, but that the brain adapted itself at the cellular level for literacy over centuries. Next, the author provides a detailed discussion of the complex neurological changes and coordination of function the brain undergoes when each of us learns to read.  The final chapters explain what happens in the brain of a person is unable to master reading through normal pathways (dyslexia). 

Overall, this is a well-researched, passionately written work which provided valuable insights for educators who are concerned with developing literacy skills.  For example, she graphically explains how being read to as a young child and having books in the home create the groundwork on multiple levels for learning to read. Also useful was her delineation of the phases through which we pass as readers (emerging, novice, decoding, fluent and expert); each involves increasing complexity and automaticity as we develop the needed pathways in the brain. She implied that adults who struggle with reading have become stymied at one level or another, possibly at the point of decoding skills, but more often at the fluency stage. Since reading feeds upon reading, which is an aversive experience for these adults, they often do not, on their own, reach the final stage of expert reader, where quick comprehension allows time for considering text as it is read. Based on her information, it seems clear that our job as educators should be to guide our adult students as they develop missing links such as word analysis skills, vocabulary acquisition, comprehension and metacognitive processes that will lead them to greater automaticity as readers. Ideally, when reading becomes less a chore, students will be willing to read more on their own and thus begin the cascade of neural and other changes which leads to true expertise in reading.
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