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Slow Reading:

A Practical Solution for Reading and
Writing by Matthew L. Miller, Ph. D.,
University of South Carolina Aiken



Presenter
Presentation Notes
Since 2001, I have been teaching college writing, throughout graduate school and now as an Associate Professor.  In 2007, I was asked by my university to teach a WAC course numbered and entitled English 201:  Writing in the University.  This course is designed to offer a refresher to the composition sequence at our university, and it can fulfill a writing proficiency general education requirement we have.  At the time, the ills behind the current writing climates around the nation were nothing new to me when I started teaching this course.  However, as my first semester in this course continued, I discovered that the students had reading deficiencies that impacted their writing, particularly in the use of critical, analytical thinking and synthesis of source material (both primary and secondary).  As time passed, I noticed that these crucial skills started to impact my literature courses.  Unlike the Writing in the University course made up of students identified or self-selected for remediation, literature courses usually contain stronger students seeking to fulfill general education requirements in Humanities through demanding reading and writing classes.  Now, the students in these courses have started to have difficulties in analysis, interpretation, and general close reading skills—coincidentally the outcomes measured as part of our Humanities assessment.  For many years, I searched for more effective ways to address these deficiencies until I discovered slow reading.  For today’s talk, I will discuss the what slow reading is, how it works, and why I see benefits in my classroom.  I plan to share student examples of best practices and evidence that slow reading can benefit student learning and writing. 



What is Slow Readinge

« At its simplest form, slow reading is deliberate, intentional
reading, which tries to examine the complexity of writing and to
offer personalized interpretations.

« Slow reading is a method to increase the analytical and critical
reading skills of students.

« Slow reading encourages readers and writers to develop @
relationship through the text. Thomas Newkirk, author of The Arf
of Slow Reading, states, “A fransactional view of reading
acknowledges [that] writing is an intentional act and as reader
we must be alert to the cues the writer gives us in titles, Iin
opening paragraphs, in pivotal scenes, in descriptions. If we are
to respond, we must be responsible. We need to be awake, to
pay attention” (117).
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In order to address these reading concerns, I began to introduce the concept and skills of slow reading.  The “Slow Movement” actually began in the 1970s as a way to accentuate formalists approaches to literature.  Under this “New Criticism,” language is emphasized to break down the implicit and explicit meaning in a text.  Slow reading, originally part of hermeneutical religious training, encouraged an inward turn toward the text that anticipated the emergence of the Reader Response method of literary criticism. Unfortunately, slow reading evaporated from the academy with the heat from increased curriculum.  Over time with the exponential growth of college attendance, the trends in higher education followed more expedited learning.  With millennials this faster education even has replaced the slower paced learning grounds found in high schools, creating a crucial, critical reading and thinking crisis today.  Additionally, the push towards reading about and testing on informational texts has impacted millennials; they do not seem to appreciate the complex beauty of literary works.  Slow reading counteracts, and may eventually undo, the damage of the fast-paced curriculum found in education.  As one advocate proclaims, “Slow reading changes your mind the way exercise changes your body:  a whole new world will open up; you will feel and act differently, because books will be more alive and open to you” (Mikics 2).  At its best, slow reading can change poor habits, rather slowly (pun intended).  

Slow reading starts as a reading strategy that improves analytical skills, which in turn impacts interpretative and critical thinking skills.  David Mikics, author of Slow Reading in a Hurried Age, explains that “[r]eading better means reading more slowly” because after all “[r]eading is a craft, a practice” (1).  According to Thomas Newkirk, slow reading “has to do with the relationship we have with what we read, with the quality of attention that we bring to our reading, [and] with the investment we are willing to make” (2).  This relationship between a reader and a text then can be strengthened through careful and respectful, slower readings of literature.  Newkirk illuminates this fact:  “To read slowly is to maintain an intimate relationship with a writer.  If we are to respond to a writer, we must be responsible.  We commit ourselves to follow a train of thought, to mentally construct characters, to follow the unfolding of an idea, to hear a text, to attend to language, to question, to visualize scenes.  It means paying attention to the decisions a writer makes” (2).  By reading slowly and intentionally, students can learn to read better to discover the art and the complexity behind literary works.  This skill thus will improve critical thinking. 

On a more specific level, slow reading returns the joy and excitement of reading literature in powerful ways that have been lost or downplayed in our culture today.  Students get enthusiastic again about reading, like earlier learners.  They find that they have a newly found power:  “When [they] have learned slow reading, [they] will have a secure possession, and an endlessly provocative one” (Mikics 2).  Slow reading unlocks the mysteries of literature for students.  According to Thomas Newkirk, “Good readers are active and strategic—they pose questions, build predictions, visualize, infer, and fit what they read into wider patterns.  They monitor their reading:  in effect, they can watch themselves determine when something doesn’t make sense or when they have lost the drift of what they have read” (11).  Most significantly, slow, attentive readers “pay attention” (Newkirk 11). Or as Mikics explains, “Reading is more like a recognition of what is already there in a text; it requires understanding who an author is and what she or he is trying to do” (27).  Being able to recognize intent is a difficult critical thinking skill to learn; however, with slow reading, students start to possess that ability.  They become literary scholars:  “After all, it is the way we read, not what we read, that makes us literary critics” (Babiak).  My assignment begins this process.  





How Slow Reading workse

Slow Reading entails six practices (as | tell students):

» PERFORMING—YoOU could dramatize the text by listening to the writer’s
voice and acting out that voice. You should be able to
demonsirate “sound cues [that] enable readers o connect, 1o
Imagine, the presence of the writer, a quality writers often refer to as
voice"” (Newkirk 47).

 MEMORIZING—YoOU could learn a passage “by heart,” “allow[ing]
language to be written on the mind” (Newkirk 76). One could say,
“Memorization is also a pledge of allegiance, an act of loyalty and
deep respect, of affiliation” (Newkirk 76).
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Students in my courses complete a “Slow Reading Exercise,” which is intended to foster that ability to pay attention to a writer and the choices he or she makes within the text.  Specifically, I borrow from Thomas Newkirk’s The Art of Slow Reading, which presents “six time-honored practices for engagement.”  Newkirk outlines six reading practices that encourage readers to become more thoughtful about their reading.  Newkirk’s practices are memorizing, performing, centering, problem finding, reading like a writer, and elaborating.  The limitation of Newkirk’s practices is that he does not translate them into usable student-ready prompts; they are more philosophical than pragmatic.  As a result, I modified these practices for students, making them short reading and writing exercises.  I ask them to concentrate on a one-to-two-page section to focus on and choose a paragraph out of that section [i.e., “manageable zone of engagement” (Babiak)] to work from in order to conduct their practice.  Through these exercises (summarized in this and upcoming slides), students develop a relationship through the text, which Newkirk describes as “[a] transactional view of reading” (117).  The exercise they complete fosters an appreciation of reading.  
	
I model the slow reading assignment in each class period until all six practices are discussed.  Student then choose one of the practices for their exercise.  Additionally, students must contextualize and reflect upon why they picked the one-to-two-page section through an explanatory preface. I express to them the importance of this exercise by letting them know that their “[w]riting is a demystified human act, a set of decisions and revisions.  Thus, while reading can make [them] better writers—writing can make [them] better, more discerning, more human readers” (Newkirk 168).  Consequently, each practice helps them become better students and thinkers. 

The first two practices are performing and memorizing.  As you can see, they encourage students to use performance, either as a dramatic reading or a recitation, in an effort to show how meaningful a passage is to them.  While we will look at students examples more later, performing a passage in my course has varied from a white man (non-major) reading Celie’s infamous mirror scene in The Color Purple to a feminist woman (major) reading the opening preface/letter by Humbert Humbert in Lolita to an inspired woman (major and theater minor)—with a small group of extras (!)—dramatizing a key passage from Americanah.  


How Slow Reading workse

Slow Reading entails six practices (as | tell students) (cont.):

« CENTERING—YoOU could mark the text with annofations, “being alert to the
Infentions of the writer” (Newkirk 25). You are trying to find a “center” that
could be both an “emoftional” and/or “conceptual” focus chosen by the
writer (Newkirk 95): “the reader needs fo focus both on the global intention
of the piece and on the specific local facts, details, and examples”
p\le.wklrk 104){. There are not necessarily wrong answers: “readers will find

heir own entry points to a piece of wrifing; they will make their marks,
depending on ftheir purposes, on the associations they make, on their prior
experiences, their age, gender” (Newkirk 117).

« PROBLEM FINDING—YoOU could demonstrate a balanced understanding of the
text—"work through [the] initial discomfort of situations that don't make
sense, when our habitual patterns of understanding don’t do the job™
p\lewkwk.] ]9—2@2 . The key to this opfion is to be “microscopic™: “[w]hen

aced with a difficulty or a major challenge, an effective thinker can break
apart (the root meaning of analyze) that ﬁroblem info parts—the whole
problem may be daunfing, but it doesn’t have fo be solved all at once; it
can be broken into stages that feel more manageable” (Newkirk 120).
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These two practices are more analytical.  Centering encourages students to find their own personal important entryway into a passage.  Finding the emotional and/or conceptual center, the students examine what is important to them about the passage.  Additionally, as the name indicates, centering asks that they explain how the passage relates to the other parts of the piece around it.  

My personal favorite, problem finding encourages a critique of the text to uncover a personal and/or textual problem in the passage.  Students are asked to identify the problem, locate where the problem is textually, and offer some type of resolution—by offering an idea behind the author’s choice or by presenting an alternate idea for the passage.  


How Slow Reading works<e

Slow Reading entails six practices (as | tell students) (cont.):

« READING LIKE A WRITER—YOU could demonstrate a “close, writerly
reading” of the text through “annotation,” “selective destruction,” or
“revision” (Newkirk 144). Annotation means “attending to surprising
and effective authorial choices” (Newkirk 144). Selective desfruction
means “degrading an effective text to appreciate skillful choices”
(Newkirk 144). Revision, in this practice, means “improving writing
and studying the revisions of other authors” (Newkirk144).

« ELABORATING—YOU could demonstrate a capacity to “listen to the
text,” respond in a way to open the text: responding to the specific
details and key words given by the writer to the reader. Indeed, “a
key action in ‘opening a text’ is to interrogate the key words”
(Newkirk 184).
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Reading like a writer, as Newkirk labels it, brings the creative writing classroom to the students, where they examine the passage and pay attention to how it is written.  As an analytical option, annotation makes the students notice the various grammar, style, and diction choices made by the author.  They then talk about those choices to show how they contributed to the effectiveness of the passage.  For more creative students, revision and selective destruction, again using Newkirk’s terms, allows students to improve or alter the passage, respectively.  For instance, modernizing Henry James’s style and diction would be revision, and turning Daisy Miller into a brain-hungry zombie would be selective destroying the ending of James’s work.  

Elaborating is basically a traditional version of a close reading or an explication.  Students analyze the key words to discover the main idea of the passage.  This practice is the most familiar to them and is often the default method for students new to analysis.  


Slow Reading as a Strategy

* In Spring 2012, | piloted this 52012 (pilot)
assignment in my 200-level
American literature survey
course and my 400-level

American literature course. ||

African and African

« 38 total students participated
in the pilof.

« 19 students in the 200-level
survey course and 19 students
INn the upper-level course

= Memorizing = Performing = Centering = Problem Finding = Reading Like a Writer = Elaborating
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The Slow Reading Exercise, the assignment I have for slow reading, leads off my literature courses.  I remind my students that this assignment is an exercise more than a formal paper, for it contains the short preface, the practice itself, and potentially notes depending on the practice they choose.  As the first assignment for my course, telling them it is not a formal paper encourages them to relax and play around with the various practices, trying some on and figuring out it fits them.  I tell them that I want to see how they read and what they learn from their reading.  Again, students can complete the slow reading exercise through several categories of practices:  performance (i.e., recitation or dramatic reading); creative (i.e., revision or alteration); and analytical (i.e., annotation, centering, problem finding, and elaboration). 


Spring 2012 (pilot)

S2012 (pilot) 200-level S2012 (pilot) 400-level

§

0, 0%

2,10%

D

= Memorizing = Performing = Centering ® Problem Finding = Reading Like a Writer m Elaborating

= Memorizing = Performing = Centering = Problem Finding = Reading Like a Writer = Elaborating
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Here are the breakdowns of the two sections in the Spring 2012 pilot.  The 200-level students felt more comfortable with Centering, which requires them to identify their personal importance in a passage.  They spread out these interpretations over Stephen Crane’s “The Open Boat,” Ambrose Bierce’s “The Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge,” and Frank Norris’s novel McTeague.  I think these students choose centering because how they could focus on the specifics of how these writers particularly manipulate readers’ emotions.  

In contrast, the 400-level students chose Performing, largely focusing on Alice Walker’s The Color Purple with one student doing the final paragraph of Tsitsi Dangarembga’s Nervous Conditions.  In many ways, The Color Purple’s easy, vernacular writing style and short, concise paragraphs lead to the optimal performing options.  Additionally, many passages of that book become anthems to live by.  

Overall, this initial assignment offered new ways to consider analyzing and appreciating literature.  I was pleased by the engagement this assignment encouraged in and required of my students.  Additionally, as I modeled the various methods, I felt the first six class periods became more lively.  I also noticed that students retained the individual practice skills across multiple weeks and throughout the semester, which contributed to an increase in close reading skills and critical thinking.  Students seemed to be able to analyze the materials with careful attention to the choices authors made, relate the words and styles in the literature to their own ideas, and support their ideas with appropriate quotes and effective explanations.  


Spring 2012 (pilot) Example

"All right, Billie." said the captain. "Back her in." The oiler swung the boat
then and. seated in the stern, the cook and the correspondent were obliged to
look over their shoulders to contemplate the lonely and indifferent shore.

The monstrous in-shore rollers heaved the boat high until the men were again
enabled to see the white sheets of water scudding up the slanted beach. "We
won't get in very close." said the captain. Each time a man could wrest his
attention from the rollers, he turned his glance toward the shore, and in the
expression of the eyes during this contemplation there was a singular quality.
The correspondent, observing the others, knew that they were not afraid, bu:ww--—-ﬂﬂ-\
the full meaning of their glances was shrouded. They were

: : . warked bwice
As for himself, he was too tired to grapple fundamentally with the fact. He

ko i
tried to coerce his mind mnto thinking of it, but the mind was dominated at © Jump
e . . clear but
this time by the muscles, and the muscles said they did not care. It merely bheu bumbled.
occurred to him that if he should drown it would be a shame. i e:i u; €
instead,

There were no hurried words, no pallor, no plain agitation. The men simply
looked at the shore. "Now, remember to get well clear of the boat w
Jump."” said the captain.

Seaward the crest of a roller suddenly fell with a thunderous crash, and the
long white comber came roaring down upon the boat.

"Steady now,” said the captain. The men were silent. They turned their eyes
from the shore to the comber and waited. The boat slid up the incline, leaped
at the furious top, bounced over it, and swung down the long back of the
wave. Some water had been shipped and the cook bailed it out.

e

=

boak is
called
o d.l'.hf_.)-j
here to
malee ik
sound
heLFless
and

But the next crest crashed also. The tumbhin®:, boiling flood of white water
caught the boat and whirled it almost perpendicular. Water swarmed 1n from
all sides. The correspondent had his hands on the gunwale at this time, and

when the water entered at that place he swiftly withdrew his fingers, as if he
objected fo wetting them. The little boat, drunken with this weight of water,
reeled and snuggled deeper into the sea.

"Bail her out, cook! Bail her out." said the captain.
"All right, captain.” said the cook.

"Now, boys, the next one will do for us, sure,” said the oiler. "Mind to

jump clear of the boat." m

The third wave moved forward, huge, funious, implacable. It fairly
‘____swa]l(rwed the dingy, and almost simultaneously the men tumbled into the
sea. A piece of lifebelt had lain in the bottom of the boat, and as the
correspondent went overboard he held this to his chest with his left hand.

svmall,

Thej

tumbled
Just as

the waves
had
Preuiousluj.
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In this example from the pilot group, Jeremy chose to do Centering on Stephen Crane’s “The Open Boat.”  The Slow Reading Practice of Centering requires a preface to explain why the student chose the 1-2-page section from the story.  Jeremy explained that he felt the climax of the story occurred in this section as the various waves were pounding the boat.  Centering also requires a page of notes; in this case, Jeremy walked through the section via the waves that are assaulting the passengers on the boat.  As he explained, the waves are described in more detail than the men, personifying their relentless power and control in the raging storm.  As his marginal note states, “They [the men] were warned twice to jump clear but they tumbled instead.”  He indicates the “center” of the passage as the final paragraph (highlighted in yellow):  “The third wave moved forward, huge, furious, implacable. It fairly swallowed the dingy, and almost simultaneously the men tumbled into the sea. A piece of lifebelt had lain in the bottom of the boat, and as the correspondent went overboard he held this to his chest with his left hand.”  As he explained in the practice, this third wave with its “huge, furious, implacable” personality punishes the men, making them helpless to the natural world around them.  He finds that these successive waves, particularly the third one, reinforces the tenets of American literary Naturalism, leaving these men trapped by or victims of nature.  

Upon seeing Jeremy’s example an epiphany went off in my mind:  Slow Reading is an effective way to teach literature that helps students improve critical thinking, close reading, and personal engagement.  More interestingly, it gives the instructor a window into the students’ thought processes behind their reading.  It allows the instructor to cater to the needs of the various learning styles students exhibit.  Finally, it enriches the remaining assignments because the students should be able to carefully and closely analyze and interpret the details in the works due to slow reading strategies.  



Slow Reading Practices: Spring 201 3-
Spring 2018

Slow Reading Practices $2013-S2018

» Slow Reading has been
assigned over ten
semesters.

e 290 students have
produced Slow Reading
Exercises.

« The majority of stfudents
have chosen the Reading
Like a Writer exercises
followed by Centering.

= Memorizing Performing = Centering  m Problem Finding = Reading Like a Writer = Elaborating
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Since the pilot semester, Slow Reading is a foundational assignment in my literature courses, excluding summer sessions.  Over ten semesters, I have taught this assignment in ten 200-level sections, Survey of African American Literature in the fall and Survey of American Literature II in the spring.  I taught this assignment in nine 400-level sections, including Contemporary American Literature (in odd fall years), Modern American Literature (in odd spring years), and African and African American Literature (in even spring years).  Of the 290 students to complete this assignment, 36% chose to do Reading Like a Writer—broken down as Annotation (done 17% of RLW), as Revision (done 43% of RLW), and as Selective Destruction (done 42% of RLW).  The large percentage of Reading Like a Writer practices emerges from the scaffolding I do in my courses through a Blackboard discussion post, which asks the students to revise part of a story we read.  The students often revise and expand that post for the Slow Reading Exercise.  This revision and expansion teaches them ways and strategies to improve their own writing as they offer creative revisions and critiques of one of the authors for the course.  




Reading Like a Writer

Pued Bwernr | Jeyirako Smelinsky AcanSx L
dn e, p Z36-23)\
. A thousand years oIdet{I vva.s by the time I dragged myself up the stairs to my roommn. I threw

mysel[ on the bed My whole body ached with the bitterness of it alh Insane | § ved bccn — reachlng "

for I know not tht dnd only pushing it away in my clumsiness. : S :
et | e ~ Ol '1-‘,.-*‘,‘—p, N2 r

I want knowledgef How like a starved thing in the dark, I” m drnen to reach for 11{ A ﬂash and %, ezy

all hgh{s up! Almoat I secem to touch the fiery c:e:ntre of life! And there" Tt was on]y a man

{ b Nae :»'JA'- = e

s m left in the dark again. 1

T - -~

What was that flash of light that lured me into this’ blackness‘? Was it desire for the man, or desue

for knowledge? Why docs one kill the other and make everything that was so real nothing but an

empty mockery?

R -

50

For hours I lay listening to lhc bred.thlng ot the elm leaves in the rain.

Slowly. the Lloudlﬂ.t_, numbness left me. Work to be done. Work to be done That’s why I came to

calleme. ¥X . T Ap.o e

=~ Qtupld)c)kf Always wasting yourﬁelfwnh wild loves. I put a stop to it. I‘ll frgcm: myself llke
iceE. I*l«l be colder than the coldest. Pm-aleone- %’mm

Little by little, I began to get hold of rnyse]f Il I ]o:,l out w1th those splck and 5pan you11;=bter:3
L— ) like Mr. Edman. I won with the older and wiser professors. After a while, I understood why the
young men didn’t like me. I knew more of life as a ten-year-old girL)Rgnning the streets, than

these psychology instructors did with all their heads swelled from (too much knovving.

“*. With the older men,I could walk and talk as a person. To them. my Hester Str(_ct world was a

new world.| 1 gave them mine. and they gave me theirs) What could such raw youth as Mr.

Edman know of that ripened understanding that older men could glve!

As time went on. I found myself smiling at the terrible pain and suffering that my crush for Mr.
Edman had cost me. That affair, like the one with Morris Lipkin — all foolish madness which.

though it nearly killed me, made me grow faster in reason than if I had no such madness in me.

=

Each time,, a’ftermﬂk‘l‘ng a crazy fool of myself over a many 1 was plunged into thick darkness that

seemed the end of everything. but it really led me out into the beginnings of wider pidces.:

light.

Gradually. T grew up even to be friends with the dean. His house was always open to me. Once,
while we were chatting in his library. I asked him suddenly, “why is it that when a nobody wants
ebod ’s got to m elf terribly hard, when people like you who are born

high up can keep all their kind feelings and get along so naturally well with everybody?*
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While I do not time to offer examples of each Slow Reading practice in this presentation, I want to highlight two examples.  The first comes from Reading Like a Writer.  Caitlin, a brilliant English major and former lead tutor in our Writing Center, took the opportunity to combine annotation, revision, and selective destruction in one exercise.  While they are not encouraged to conduct more than one practice, students often overlap their analyses—for instance, finding a problem in the passage than happens to be the center, or most significant paragraph.  In her case, Caitlin decided to embody the personae of a teacher of the main character and narrator in Anzia Yezierska’s novel Bread Givers.  Near the novel’s conclusion, the narrator Sara reflects on her life to that point.  From here, I’ll quote Caitlin’s preface:  

“For this assignment, I chose to work from pages 230-231 of Bread Givers. I chose this passage because of its emotional intensity; the prose seems to turn to poetry in some points in the author’s attempt to capture the emotion of the situation on the page. As I read it, I noticed the passage shifts tone in the middle: while page 230 addresses disappointment and perplexity with stubborn wistfulness, page 231 exudes confidence which comes with the realization and growth which are reflected on in this passage. I especially like this passage because it represents a turning point in Sara’s life when she realizes that what she wants can’t be found in or satisfied by people, and that she is not inept or tragically fated, but that her life experience outweighs other peoples’ and sets her apart. Page 231 ends with Sara asking why she’s ‘got to make herself terribly hard’ to become ‘a person,’ which I thought was one of the most grabbing lines in the book, as it encapsulates the heart of her struggle throughout her entire life thus far.”  

Caitlin’s assessment is remarkable because she has paid attention to the clues on the page, and she learned to respect the author’s intentions.  Still, she wanted more from the passage, which she explains:

“I decided to approach this slow-reading assignment from the “reading like a writer” option by blending revision and annotation. For the first part of the assignment, I have revised the selected passage as though I were an English teacher, the passage a personal essay, and Sara Smolinksy my student. From a prescriptive point of view, it could be argued that this passage is full of “flaws,” which I sought to correct in red ink on Sara’s “essay.” Included with the marked-up draft is a note containing reminders on how to write well and instructions for revision. I then made the suggested revisions and compared the original version with the “corrected” version. The following notes on each version comprise the “annotation” portion of the assignment.”  Above is the results of this exercise.  




Reading Like a Writer (cont.)

Sara,

Your personal narrative essay is very good, however, there are some issues | would like to see addressed
in your next draft. Some points to consider:

Avoid beginning sentences with “and.”

Avoid needless repetition.

Avoid vagueness for the sake of sounding “poetic.” This is a narrative — be specific.
Maintain verb tense.

Maintain first-person narrative voice — no “you.”

Also, please note that you should try to avoid using non-standard or non-English words without
explaining them; you don’t want to distance your audience.

Recall that in English grammar, when the subject is followed by a linking verb, the adjectival phrase will
go after the linking verb. For example, “l was older” rather than “older | was.” | know it gets tricky
sometimes, but that’s the general rule.

| understand that this is a very emotionally charged experience, but | feel perhaps your writing has come
from a heightened emotional state which is effecting your clarity.

As | said, your work is very good! You should be proud of your use of descriptive language and
organization of thought in your storytelling.

Prof. C.
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Caitlin attached these notes to the annotated version of the passage.  It embodies the Americanization process found in education from the 1930s.  The white teacher, of course, would scold Sara’s English and non-standard phrasings.  Caitlin’s exercise certainly would have been enough to satisfy the requirement.  However, she added a revision (via her imagined Sara) that followed her teacher’s instructions, making the passage conform to standard English.  In her comparison between the revised and original versions, Caitlin learns to appreciate the original passage—the ultimate goal of reading like a writer.  Again, I will quote Caitlin extensively:

This draft is artistically much better than the corrected draft, as its idiosyncrasies fill the passage with intimate knowledge of the speaker, adding depth to the events and feelings described, and bringing the reader into the experience.  

Paragraph one contains atypical phrasing that probably reflects the grammar of Smolinksy’s native tongue. Whether or not this is the case, it forces the reader to pay more attention, and the placement of the adjectives at the beginning of the sentences gives them extra emphasis. Similarly, “like a starved thing,” as an adjectival phrase begins the second sentence of paragraph 2, highlighting the imagery there with the word “starved.” [. . .]

Poetic phrases such as “I seem to touch the fiery centre of life,” “breathing of the elm leaves,” and “ripened understanding,” convey to the reader the passion and creativity in Sara’s heart. The passion shown in these lines emphasizes the pain in the fact that Sara’s “got to make herself terribly hard” in order to “be somebody,” adding emotional appeal and artistic grace.

Needless to say, Caitlin shows the highest possibilities of this exercise in Reading Like a Writer.  





Elaborating

It is as Mafthilde is.beginnin%’ro think crifically about these myths of love that she
uncovers an additional fruth about herself and woman. Thinks Mathilde, “The
way the old story goes, woman needs an other to complete her circuits, to flick
her to her fullest blazing” (Groff 235). Here Mathilde observes that inherent fo the
same mythic love stories she has been fold since she was Koung s the idea that
a woman needs the love of another to be fulfilled. It is in this moment that she
realizes that perhaps this part of the narrative may too be tabricared, though she
cannot be certain at the present moment. Here Groff ufilizes a bracketing
mechanism to allow the reader insight info Mathilde's future and to see what
Mathilde will later come to call a “refutation” (Groff 235) of this narrative. The
reader is allowed a glimpse of Mathilde in her eighties, as she is living alone and
reflecting on the narrative arc of her life. In a moment of clarity, an agead
Mathilde sees that, “her life had not been, aft ifs core, about love. There had
been ferrific love in it. Heat and magic. Lofto, her husband. Christ, there had
been him. Yet—yesl—the sum of her life, she saw, was far greater than ifs sum of
love” (Groff 236). Here Mathilde is now finally certain of what she had suspected
many years before—fhat to achieve completfion and to be whole as an
individual, she did not require another. Her love for and marriage to Lofto had
brought her great joy—"heat and magic”"—and while it had shaped and
enhanced her life, it did not define her. By achieving completfion without the
necessity of “foundering info another,” (Groff 235) she had refuted the last
element of the love myth she had known as a girl.



Presenter
Presentation Notes
I’ll close on Elaborating, the most conventional practice of Slow Reading.  Elaborating essentially is close reading that examines the key words and phrases to reveal a main idea of the passage/paragraph.   In this example, Phillip, a non-major in my Contemporary American Literature course, looked into a paragraph in Lauren Groff’s novel Fates and Furies.   I’ll move aside and let Phillip explain (from his preface) what spoke to him about the passage:

From its outset, Lauren Groff’s Fates and Furies is replete with clichés and tropes regarding Western notions of “romantic” love. The novel, as it first begins, is a long love story, and the picture of passionate romance Groff paints between the novel’s two main characters, Lotto and Mathilde, is heady and indulgent. As the novel’s reader is allowed to share in the couple’s infatuation and sexual intimacy, it is easy to become intoxicated with themes of erotic love and obsession. It is only as Groff begins to slowly introduce elements of reality that the haze of romance begins to lift, and the reader is left to ponder over potentially distressing questions regarding the true nature of love, marriage, and healthy interpersonal relationships. The reader is left to wonder why Groff has chosen to craft between Lotto and Mathilde a narrative of wedded bliss destined for lifelong romance and happiness, only to slowly erode and ultimately crush their hopes for such a future.

While the cracks in Lotto and Mathilde’s relationship begin to show gradually towards the close of the novel’s first half in Fates, Groff ultimately deconstructs the reader’s illusions about love and marriage via Mathilde’s narrative in Furies. It is a quite deliberate choice by Groff that Mathilde is made the vehicle for revelations regarding the realities of love and marriage. 

In the excerpt from his exercise, Phillip looks at a paragraph that jumps time and shows Mathilde’s grown in her life.  What is amazing about Phillip’s Elaboration is his attention to the quotes (indicated in red by me) and the ideas they generate, which he points to with “here” and “in this moment” (indicated in underlined bold by me).  Phillip exhibits the best qualities of a careful, close and slow reader.  


I tell students that “[w]riting is a demystitied
human act, a set of decisions and revisions.
Thus, while reading can make us better
Writers—writing can make us better, more

discerning, more human readers” (Newkirk
168).

Slow Reading: A
Practical Solution for
Reading and Writing



Presenter
Presentation Notes
I hope I have demonstrated that Slow Reading is an effective tool to enhance reading and to improve critical thinking in literature courses.  I hope the student examples show the possibilities of writing when conducting slow reading.  In the end, I remind my students that this exercise will make them stronger readers, better writers, and perhaps super humans.  
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