Reading Actively
                                                                 Brandy Grabow

Silence. 


You look around the classroom.  Your fellow classmates either have their eyes on an indeterminate spot in the middle of the room, or else they are leafing through the assigned reading trying to look like they are searching for an answer.  The teacher tries rephrasing the question.  It’s something about the author’s argument in the assigned reading.  You fidget, growing frustrated.  You just read the article last night.  It seemed clear and easy to understand; yet, now, looking down at your copy, all the words seem to run together, and you can’t find the paragraph with the author’s argument.  


Don’t worry, you are not alone.  Chances are most of your silent classmates are in the same predicament.  Yes, you read the article last night, but did you read it actively? Reading actively helps you engage with the texts you read, which in turn prepares you for discussing or writing about those texts.  So, what is reading actively?  I think it is best demonstrated by comparison.  


Let’s think about how you read the article last night.  From my own experience, I’d guess it was something like this:  About 10:00pm, after you ate dinner, answered all your emails, and chatted through IM with your friends from home, you turned on the television, grabbed your article and sat down to read.  Your eyes ran over the page taking in words and phrases, and occasionally you looked up to check out the show.  At a commercial break you got up for a soda and a snack, came back to flip the channels for a while, settled on a new show, and began reading again.  Eventually, you finished the article, put it back in your folder, and either watched more tv or went to bed.  Like I said, the above example comes from personal experience.  The point is, usually when we sit down to read, we try to do something else as well. 


Okay, so how would a reading actively session look different?  Well, let’s start in a perfect world.  In that world you would have access to your favorite reading environment -somewhere comfortable without a lot of distraction.  Instead of just reading the article, you would begin by going back over your class notes or assignment.  Why was this article assigned?  Did the teacher ask you to look for something specific while you read?  There would be time to read the article twice, once for general information or story, and again looking for detail.  During your second read, you underline passages that are relevant to the assignment, make notes next to anything you aren’t clear about, and look up any words that don’t make sense.  When finished, you go back over the notes you made and think about what stood out to you.  You might even take the time to create an outline of the article, or write up some notes of ideas to bring up in class.     


That is the perfect world.  In reality, you probably live in a dorm or with roommates, which means noise and distractions.  Maybe you need to go to the library to read, or if that is too quiet, maybe a coffee shop, or a bench somewhere on campus.  Wherever your reading spot is, make sure it is somewhere that allows you to focus on your reading.  If you cannot read without music, consider the kind of music you choose while you read, make sure it is something unobtrusive.  

Another reality is time.  Everyone juggles several classes, work, and other obligations, so it may not be realistic to read everything twice; however, make sure you allow yourself time to engage with the reading.  Reading actively will slow you down--plan for it.  Prepare for your reading.  If you can, have the assignment or prompt with you, and that way you can look back if you forget it.  Always have a pen or pencil handy.  Use the space in the margins to write questions or comments about what you read.  Create an annotation system that you can easily understand.  For example, a straight underline can indicate a passage that addresses the assignment, and a squiggly underline could indicate a passage that doesn’t make sense. I like to circle words that I need to look up.  At the end of the reading write a few notes. Did you agree with it the reading?  What was the main point?  How did it relate to class?  Look for anything that helps you remember the text and what you have to say about it.   

The next day in class, when the teacher asks about the author’s argument, you can glance over your article, see the spot in the margin where you marked the argument, and get the discussion going.  Or, you might notice the squiggly line next to what you thought was the author’s argument, and ask a question of your own.  At any rate, you will be prepared, and it will show in your participation grade.  

Reading actively is like any other skill.  It requires practice.  If you start now, you can develop skills that will help you get to the heart of any reading for any class.  As the texts you read become more difficult, your active reading skills will enable you to grapple with the texts and come to an understanding of them.  
Understanding Rhetoric
Tonya Hassell
When asked to write an essay for Writing Matters about rhetoric, I had to consider a few things before I could start writing. Who is my audience? Why am I writing to them? What do they already know about rhetoric? Next, I had to think about what kind of language I would use. Formal? Informal? Humorous? Then, I had to consider how I would present the subject. Should I use examples to demonstrate the terms I will define? Should I incorporate diagrams or bullet points? 

You may be wondering, why are all of these questions important? Why couldn’t I just start writing? The answer is a simple one: the goal of rhetoric is to communicate effectively. In order to accomplish this, a writer must have knowledge of the audience and the subject so that he or she can present information in such a way that meaning is communicated. Aware that my audience (you all) is a group of students enrolled in a first-level writing course, I know that I should not write as though you all understand what rhetoric is. Instead, I should consider the fact that some of you might not be familiar with the term, while some of you may be. 

Imagine that I began this essay using “textbook language” and that my opening was like this:  “According to the Ancient Greek philosopher Aristotle, rhetoric is defined as determining ‘the available means of persuasion in any given case.’ There are three appeals writers can employ to persuade the audience: logos, pathos, and ethos. Logos appeals to the audience’s reasoning; pathos appeals to the emotions; and ethos appeals to the speaker’s credibility.” Would this introduction be effective? Does it provide you with a clear of understanding of what rhetoric is? Probably not—there are no explanations or examples to guide you along. Since I know that the purpose of this essay is to define rhetoric clearly for you, I must take a different approach that allows you to understand rhetoric.

Naming What You Already Know

Even though the “textbook language” may seem complicated, you already know what these ideas mean. This essay just gives you a new vocabulary. To begin with, rhetoric involves the choices a writer makes to communicate to an audience. It also involves the analysis of the stylistic features that shape writing. An easy to way to think about this is to think about body language. We read and examine people all of the time, drawing on their facial expressions, gestures, and tone of voice in order to determine what kind of mood they are in. The ability to read and understand body language is an example of utilizing rhetoric. 

Here’s another way to think about rhetoric. The diagram below is called the rhetorical triangle. Notice that each element of the triangle corresponds with the questions I asked in the opening paragraph. More than that, the triangle demonstrates the considerations we make when we communicate with our friends, families, or professors. For example, think about the application essays you wrote for college. If your application asked that you state your goals for enrolling at UNCG, you had to consider 1) what the Admissions Committee (audience) was looking for in a candidate 2) what your goals were (subject) and 3) how you could present yourself (writer) so that your application was appealing. In thinking of all of these things, you used rhetoric.




All of the elements in this triangle work together, and they are the most basic parts of communication. Imagine that you didn’t consider your audience in your application essay, choosing to write as though you were writing to a friend. This choice would certainly affect the Admissions Committee’s response to your essay. On the other hand, imagine that you considered your audience and presented yourself clearly, but you decided to write about something other than your goals for enrolling at UNCG, like why you want to move to Greensboro. Again, this would affect how the committee responds to your essay. One of the easiest ways to think about rhetoric is to think about how the audience, subject, and writer all influence each other.

There are three other important terms to know that help you understand the relationships among the audience, subject, and writer. They are called appeals, and there are three kinds of appeals that we generally use: logos, pathos, and ethos. Here’s an example of what they mean: You really want to convince a friend or family member that he or she should quit smoking cigarettes, and you know that you can do this in a number of ways. First, you could use logos, which is an appeal to logic. This would involve sharing statistics about the number of deaths associated with smoking, the amount of money that goes into the cigarette factory, or the kinds of health risks that are involved. Second, you could use pathos, which an appeal to emotions. You could share a story about someone who died from smoking cigarettes and how this impacted the person’s family. Third, you could use ethos, which is an appeal to your own credibility as a speaker. Presenting the persona (the “mask” you wear for your audience) of a good citizen or an ethical person, you could convince your audience that good people don’t smoke—that you will lead a much longer life because you are not a smoker. Finally, you might choose to employ more than one of these appeals. This technique is very useful. What’s important to remember, though, is that you want to use the appeal(s) that is most effective in the given moment. If you wanted to convince your friend to lend you his or her car, then you might find ethos (I am a wonderful driver!) more effective than logos. 

For the purpose of the writing classroom, rhetoric is a valuable tool for understanding your audience and what the purpose of a given writing activity is. On the flip side, rhetoric is also a useful tool for analyzing other people’s writing because it provides you with an analytical eye to see what’s going on inside the writing. What you should also keep in mind when you think about rhetoric is the idea that you use it all of the time: when you watch television, listen to music, write papers, and deliver speeches. Every act of communication is an act of rhetoric, so next time you are watching television and you see a commercial for a new kind of cell phone, ask yourself, Who is this commercial talking to? What is the purpose? And, was the approach effective? In doing so, you will be thinking like a rhetorician. 
Let’s Chat: Conferencing With Confidence

Kristen Moore

“People who go to conferences should be very honest and open minded to get the best information and help from it.”

“The advice I would give to future students is to go into the conference with a positive attitude.”
The above quotations are from students who were in an English 101 course just like you are now. I thought before you heard what I think conferences are all about, you might find it useful to hear from your peers who have gone before! Perhaps in the past, having to meet with teachers in their offices by yourself meant there was some problem. If this has been your experience, I think you will be pleasantly surprised at what teacher-student conferences in English 101 really mean!

English 101 at UNCG will be a lot different from other classes you will take here. You will be one of only about 22 students (instead of hundreds in an auditorium), and your teacher and classmates will actually know who you are (even your name!). Getting to know each other is one important aspect of the conference in English 101.  In fact, you may initially meet with your instructor before you have even written a paper. This meeting will help both you and your instructor realize what each expects from the class, and you will be able to discuss concerns and ideas you have about your writing and future assignments. As the semester progresses, the conferences will become more specifically centered on certain writing assignments. 

These conferences are not set up for your instructor; these are all about YOU! This means that you should use this one-on-one time with your professor to address concerns and issues that are important to you. There are several ways to do this. First, make sure you do the writing assignment that you will be conferencing about! When you bring your writing with you, make sure you read back over it so the process of writing is fresh in your mind. It is also very helpful to write down specific questions you have for things you can do in the next draft. While you are in the conference, try to think of it as a conversation. This means you need to actively participate (unless you think seeing your instructor talk to himself or herself is entertaining). Make sure you ask lots of questions and that you consider suggestions your instructor may make by talking them through (don’t just nod when they say something while you are thinking about how your stomach is digesting lunch from the CAF). 

The advice your peers had at the beginning of this essay is vital: you should approach conferences with a positive attitude and an open mind. Be open for feedback and advice, and remain positively engaged in a conversational manner with your instructor. Then, when you leave the conference you will have a better understanding of yourself, the instructor, the classroom, and probably have some good ideas for how you can improve your writing in the next draft. Be a “confident conferencer” and you will see your writing change and grow!

The Art of Revision

Mary Beth Pennington

True ease in writing comes from art, not chance.
---Alexander Pope

The messiest part of the writing process is also the most necessary.  Revision.  Let’s take a hard look at the word - “Re - vision.”  Seeing again.  When your teacher asks you to revise, your job will be to re-think, re-evaluate, and sometimes re-write what you have written.  Revising, then, is not just changing a word here or deleting a sentence there.  Revising is approaching your writing from a fresh perspective and taking the time to re-work old ideas into new beliefs.  You might think of revision as working with clay.  Your writing demands to be shaped, and molding mud into art requires more than just one handling.  In fact, a writer might revise her work dozens of times before she feels it’s ready for the world to see.  You will be relieved to know that your English class will most likely not require a dozen drafts, but you can expect to re-visit your work in 101 more than once.  Revision is the secret to good writers’ success.  Let’s consider how.  

Whenever you get an idea for a writing assignment, you write it down so you won’t forget it.  Smart move.  Yet, after reading more and talking with classmates and your teacher, maybe you want to say something a little different.  Maybe you’d like to take your idea into a more exciting direction in your first formal draft.  This is where revision enters your process. 

Revision gives you the freedom to play with your words.  Keep some.  Get rid of others.  Add more.  “Rough drafts” allow us to place hold our thoughts.  Our mental floodgates open, and we write, but very rarely are we pleased with the result; I know I never am.  This is why first drafts are called “rough.”  They must be.  Have you ever heard the phrase, “diamond in the rough?”  There is potential in that roughness, but only if we take the time to re-visit it, which is sometimes a chore.

Now, let’s say you’ve finished your rough draft, and you feel exhausted.  The last thing you want to do is return to that assignment.  All writers have felt this way at some point.  Revising writing is a process, so it takes time.  You will most likely have to step away from your work for an hour, a day, maybe even a week before you feel the energy to return, and that’s ok.  Everyone’s writing process is different.  

Revision, like working with clay, is forgiving.  First drafts are typically used for exploring ideas.  Later drafts give you a chance to organize these ideas, add details, add transitions and maybe even revise your overall meaning.  With each “touch,” your words get closer to your vision of completion.  Generally, the closer you come to the end of your revision process, the more sensitive you should be to the needs of your intended audience.  In the writing process, ideas come first; grammar and spelling usually come later on the priority list.

So how can you expect revision to work in your 101 class?  Most instructors will build revision time into their schedule.  Many will hold draft workshops that will allow you to share your work with other classmates.  Their feedback will give you ideas for how to approach your writing when you “re-see” it the next time.  Your final grade will definitely reflect the amount of time and energy you devoted to this process.  

Ultimately, revision allows us to play with ideas, re-consider our thoughts, and call forth every aspect of our experience and know-how into our composing process.  This idea informs the vision of the teachers in this composition program, who are also writers, and thereby veterans of revision themselves.  In the end, you should leave your 101 class feeling like you’ve taken full advantage of this space and freedom to turn your words into works of art, and you can join the ranks of all other good writers who know the secret of writing success.

Literature in the Writing Classroom

Melissa J. Richard

“What you call an asterisk I call a bullet.  

What you call a bullet I call ellipses.

What you call ellipses I call the eclipse.”

        --Campbell McGrath, “Biscayne Boulevard”


The first time I read this passage, I thought it meant something completely different than I do now.  I used to think the writer wanted to express some aspect of poetic justice—how words on the page are just as powerful as anything else, even an act of violence.  Then I taught this poem in a composition class, and many of my students noticed that ellipses and asterisks could mean something about omission and / or the addition of words in a way that makes meaning; how what is not said is just as powerful as what is said; and even how the eclipse indicated personal perspectives that shut out other points of view.  As you might suspect, my students’ interpretations greatly opened up my own eyes as mine opened theirs.  Through an examination of a work of literature, both my students and I “revised” our initial reactions by looking at the passage through each other’s eyes.


I use this example not to show off the intellectual chops of students in this particular English 101 class, but to make a point about the purpose of reading literature in your English 101 class.  Really, the passage says something about reading in general, an activity that is as much a part of your writing as grammar, coherence, and style.  Reading, and reading actively, compels you to play with multiple points of view, as indicated by the rhythmic back and forth movement of language in the lines of the above passage.  This is why instructors will ask you to read as much as you write, and often times, to write from what you have read.  Reading literature exercises your critical thinking skills, illustrates the creative side of argument and rhetoric, and introduces particular genres, methods of organization, and other devices useful to your own writing.  Literature also reveals tiny slices of life outside the writing classroom; it may present you with people, places, and ideas with which you’ve had little experience before.  In many ways, literature is a reflection of us all, even when one perspective seems to eclipse another.  


Literature in the writing classroom usually materializes as a short story or a novel, a non-fiction essay or a poem, perhaps even a play.  Your instructor will likely ask you to think critically about the work in a variety of forms: reading responses, small group circles, or large-class discussion.  You might also be assigned a “critical essay,” wherein you argue for your interpretation of a text.  You could be asked to read a novel with other students in book-club fashion.  Whatever you read and respond to, your first reaction to the text and its meaning will usually be a reaction of personal taste, a like or dislike of the work, or even some place in between.  What critical thinking asks you to do is to take this reaction a step further; instead of simply saying “I liked this story” or “I hated this play,” your critical response considers why you’re left with this reaction.  Why did you like/dislike it?  Did it make you reconsider a person, place, or situation with which you have personal experience?  Was the language, mood, or subject matter of the piece impressive to you in some way?  What turned you off?  The best place to begin answering these questions is within the realm of your personal experience.  Then you might concentrate on specific elements of the text that prompt this reaction—passages, scenes, phrases, and characters—and use those as a means of engaging critically with your teacher and your fellow students.


Beyond critical response, literature also provides you with a view of movements you might wish to emulate in your own writing.  If you’re writing a personal essay, for example, and having trouble figuring out where to begin, you might look at something like George Orwell’s “Shooting an Elephant” or Langston Hughes’ “Salvation” with attention to the manner in which both authors introduce their stories.  Or maybe you’re having trouble sprucing up that argumentative essay on technology.  A short story like Kurt Vonnegut’s “Harrison Bergeron” offers a creative twist on this subject and illustrates the ways in which symbolism, dialogue, and figurative language further an argument just as well as the standard dry prose.  As you read any work of literature, you should always have a pencil ready to underline turns of phrase, moments, organizational devices, or uses of detail that you can test in your own writing.


Most importantly, reading literature in your writing class strengthens your ability to read your work and that of your classmates with a trained eye.  One need not be a professional to write “literature”—your own drafts are “literature” and can invoke response and emulation as much as a published work.  Reading and examining literature broadens your ability to identify effective and ineffective writing, what works best in certain contexts and for particular audiences and what does not.  Working toward better writing skills and analyzing student writing is an integral part of revision, a component of every English 101 class at UNCG.  Literature carves out a space for dialogue between you, your classmates, and even your teacher, a practice that is really important in communicating ideas in peer reviews and paper workshops.  Furthermore, as you revise your presumptions about the meaning of a text, you also learn that this same kind of revising happens when you look at your own drafts; you’ll see that as you revise meaning, content, and perspective when you engage with others in discussions of literature, you should also rethink these areas in your essays.


As you can see, reading and writing are not separate entities.  They work together to build many skills expected of you in a writing class.  I often tell my students that thinking is writing and reading; to do one you must do the others.  Literature not only invests the subject matter you study with entertaining stories, but also introduces you to multiple realms of critical and creative thought and illustrates levels of revision useful to you both in and outside the classroom. 
Creative Writing, the Composition Classroom and You

or,

You Want Me to Do What?

        Angus Bennett

Creative writing. The other writing. The non-academic writing. In truth, all writing is creative. However, when your instructors at UNCG ask you to write creatively, they are often asking you to write with fewer internalized restrictions on what you actually say. Journal entries, personal responses, free writes—all of these are exploratory in nature. They are first drafts that bridge your thoughts and feelings to the world outside you. You are asked to break a silence of sorts, and you are asked to do so without a correct or finished product. There is no right form for this type of writing, at least not yet—only words, ideas, possibilities on a page.

When I said that all writing is creative writing, I meant it. It is true. Even if you are writing the most difficult, rigorous, specific type of research paper, your thinking and your response to the materials is markedly creative. The paper you end up writing, with its margins and its thesis statement and well-crafted argument, may seem like it isn’t your work, but it is. The form of the writing overwhelms your sense of what is said because the emphasis, early on, is getting the form correct along with saying something well. The prose you will write the most in your English 101 course is not research paper prose; rather, it will be types of writing that are classified under the banner of creative writing. The emphasis is on discovery, not correctness.

Imagination is central to all writing—the notes you text each other, emails, essays; imagination is what most students associate with writing done creatively; imagination is tied closely to effect. You might’ve been asked to explain the effect or effects of a particular text before with varying degrees of success. It is a hard thing to do, pinning down an author and a text as saying, “The text generates this effect (in me).” But the reverse of that process is perhaps a bit easier to recognize. You create effects in your audiences all the time when you write—you know the audience of the research paper quite well, the one with the ruler and the checklist and the note-cards, and you write to that audience. The audience for the creative prose is, well, another version of you, and, perhaps, the rest of us.

When you do write creatively, the activity of invention is tied to your imagination. Words, sentences, voice, coherence, mechanics, etc.—the regularized tools of writing—generate effects in you, the author, and in your audiences. These tools matter like form, but not as right or wrong either. Impressions carry the same weight or importance as does a thesis, images are examples, line breaks say poem like parentheses say research. Creative writing answers how and why in different ways, but it does address those questions. All good writing should approach those questions.

The pressure to write creatively is born from a willingness to break a silence. What is it I want to write? A will to voice, a will to “say something,” even if it is a something that is quite personal or a complete lie. And you don’t have to say anything either. That’s the beauty of writing.

What is it you want to write?
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Audience





Subject








