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Hearing the Rhythm: In Search of What Unites Reading and Writing 

Many years ago now I was a young instructor struggling to find a way to connect with students whose writing skills were weak, including students who were definitely native speakers, as well as students who had another language than English as their mother tongue.  I hit upon a method for connecting with these students and improving their capacity to write, as well as read.  I want to share with you my findings in this experiment, and my successes, if in a foreshortened and abbreviated manner.

I should preface my account by stating clearly that I am far from being an expert in teaching English as a second language.  I’ve taught for 30 years or so, and pretty much always taught first-year English, so although I am not an expert, I am nevertheless someone with a lot of practical hands-on experience with teaching writing.  I am not a scholar in the field of English as a second language, or a scholar of composition studies.  I did however at one time make a major effort to get to know the field of what is called “composition studies,” or what is sometimes called just “rhetoric.”  But I have to tell you I did not find much in composition studies that could help me with teaching my students, and I continue to regard that field with a certain skepticism.  After all, I am a literature scholar, and rhetoric as such is not usually a favourite with literature people.
What haunted me in those days, back in the early 1980s when I was struggling with what to do, was something I had learned from my own teacher, Northrop Frye.  Northrop Frye insisted upon the importance of sound in the conveyance of the meaning of verbal texts.  He wrote a fascinating and little known book about this subject called The Well-Tempered Critic, which I highly recommend.  The basic principle is that to write well you have to have a good ear.  This is a simple sounding principle with not-so simple implications.  But on a simple level, you have to hear what you are writing, just as you have to hear what you are reading—hear in your mind’s ear, that is.  There is relation between the experience of sound and the experience of meaning.  Both writing and speaking have to have the right rhythm in order to communicate effectively: learning to speak and learning to write thus require learning a rhythm.  I was and am surprised at how little has been done on the phenomenology of sound, especially word sounds, even the word “sound” itself.  If you could just get the sound right, Frye would say, the meaning would take care of itself.  This principle, that meaning comes from sound, has to be a kind of metaphor, and not a, so to speak, literal fact.  Nevertheless, I always felt the need to—somehow—put this notion into practice. 
Now I am going to describe what I did with my students, my system, so listen closely.  I asked the weakest students in the class, usually two, sometimes three, and on occasion just one, if they would like some extra help with their writing.  Yes, they would say.  We arranged to meet once a week for an hour in my office, an arrangement that reminded me of a therapist meeting with a patient, and I will say more about that in a moment.  They had to make a commitment that they would attend these one-hour sessions faithfully, because the work we were going to do was cumulative and took time and could neither be rushed nor interrupted.  It was a long slow process that had to be treated with patience and attention, but, I also emphasized, that it would be enjoyable, and that they would want to come and would not regard our extra sessions as work.  In fact, I made them swear that if they found what we did tedious or unhelpful, they should immediately stop coming, and I would accept that cheerfully.

That in fact is Rule #1 of my method: there is to be no rushing.  We take our time, whatever time is needed.  I begin with two copies of a book, more specifically a story, say “The Ugly Duckling” or “The Emperor’s New Clothes.”  I prefer a short book or long short story, but I have sometimes used short texts.  I read the opening out loud, then hand it to one of my students, and ask the student to read on from there, out loud.  The others in the group must put everything out of their hands—no pencils, pens, tablets, notebooks—all must be removed, so that their entire attention is focused on listening to the story.  That is all they have to do.  After the student has read out loud for a while, I ask the next to read, and so on.  The turns are not long, but long enough, and I listen carefully, coaching them how to read, how to pronounce, where to put the emphasis, how to breathe.  I insist that they do not rush, but rather repeat a phrase as necessary and take as long as is needed to be comfortable.  I also check for vocabulary, making sure that they know all the words that come up, and I insist that they write new words down in their notebook as they come up.  I ask them to check over the words later, after our session is over, so that they can remember them more easily.
This process of reading out loud is deceptively simple.  There are a number of implications and consequences.  Usually our society is obsessed with speed.  Everything must be faster faster faster, because everything IS faster faster faster.  It is common knowledge that the tempo of attention has speeded up, probably because of the new media, and, in particular, the form known as the television commercial, where attention span is restricted to a few hyper-concentrated seconds.  By contrast, my entire approach is to slow down, relax, and take time, as much time as is required to do a good job.  The change of tempo is itself startling, almost disruptive, to go slow, relax, and not feel pushed to get results get results get results.
There was another aspect of time that became more and more apparent to me, as I pursued my simple-sounding method, and that is that when you work with someone over a long period of time, not forcing, not rushing, and, almost, wandering, the power of perception expands.  You are allowed to see more because you CAN see more.  I worked with students for up to a year on this method, and although I have continued to work with this method ever since I developed it, all those years ago, I often find that the student and I only get 3 or 4 months, but that is better than 3 or 4 hours or days or weeks.

Because the rule of the system was No Rushing, we had the time to get to know one another in a kind of way, not as friends, not as family, but as collaborators in an enjoyable work project.  Trust develops.  Because the participants are asked to do nothing but listen, when it is not their turn to read, the emphasis on LISTENING allows better communication generally.  In coaching their intonation, rhythm, emphasis, and so on, I found easier communication with them and better report.

In fact, I enjoyed what I am going to call “the reading group”—reading group, in my sense, is not like the reading groups that one normally hears of.  It is as I described: a method for improving literacy.  I never felt it to be a burden on me or an interference with my work.  I enjoyed it, and I learned from it myself.  Also, more important perhaps, my students enjoyed it.  They did not find it a burden either.  They liked to come, and, as we know, if you like something, you learn it automatically, without trying, without having to try.  If you are interested in a subject, learning about it is not, so to speak, work: it is play, and that is what my reading group system aimed at: play, “play therapy,” as it were.
One thing however that took the most careful work on my part was selecting the text.  I wanted, first, a gripping story that would draw the attention of my reader-participants automatically.  It had to be a story that was well written, that in itself displayed the qualities of good writing.  It had to be easily read—it could be challenging at times, but not too challenging.  Preferably, I wanted to work with masterpieces of world literature, so that the content of the story itself would have a value independent of the exercise narrowly understood.  That is, I wanted stories that would not only hold their interest but that would expand their mind, that would take them into unfamiliar regions and allow them scope to stimulate and to develop their imagination.  I wanted something good, something that would keep my attention, too, and not make me bored.  Interest, deep interest, was understood as an essential part of the exercise.  They had to be interested.

I have worked with many different texts.  For instance, we have used Tolstoy’s Death of Ivan Ilych as well as other famous works such as Saki’s “Sredni Vashtar” or Maupassant’s “Boule de Suif.”  But I found that what seemed to work most easily were classic stories for children, including, as I mentioned tales like Hans Christian Andersen’s “The Ugly Duckling” and “The Emperor’s New Clothes.”  There is something about folktales and stories that appeal to children that gives them special power in this kind of exercise.  I think it is partly because these texts bring out their child in all of us, and the child is the part of ourselves that loves to learn and that has a creative impulse that is inbuilt.  When you listen like a child, you are utterly absorbed, and when you are utterly absorbed, you are in a kind of heightened state for perceiving and learning things.  I loved working with books by E. Nesbit, which have such power, humour, and intellectual stimulation, as well as the further advantage of taking us to a different time period, a different culture, a different way of speaking and self-expression.  I think it is important to bring the students in the system I have developed into worlds they are not familiar with, because that is what learning to read and to write at a sophisticated level is all about: becoming different, entering new realms, new powers, new ways of thinking and above all, new skills and new talents.  In recent years the text I have used most often is The Hobbit by J. R. R. Tolkien.  It’s a story that you get into and that becomes more and more involving as you spend more time with it, as if you are indeed with Bilbo on his quest.  I have been amazed by the appeal of this text for students of all backgrounds, whether students from Saudi Arabia or from China, young women and young men, too—everybody seems to love this book.  I have to admit, it is not a favouriteof mine, but I like it, too, and I appreciate it more and more as I have worked with it more and more.
I wanted stories that have an upbeat energy to them, so as to inspire the students to persevere and to allow themselves the gift of learning and not treat learning as a kind of mechanical exercise, like working in a factory or some routinized function that can be performed unconsciously.  I wanted to use my reading system to stimulate them intellectually and emotionally in general, not just train them to perform a routine task.  My theory was that writing and reading have to be seen holistically and in context.  They are functions that take place in a broader zone of activity.

I gradually learned something that surprised me about my reading group system, and that is that students attended, because, yes, their reading/writing skills were improving and this was offered free to them no expanse, but because they LIKED coming, and they liked coming, because they felt cared for, they felt individually cared for.  In a social order of constant pressure, constant anxiety, constant demands and forcing and looming difficulties and problems, this was an island of sanity and health, a healing place.  This was especially true in a large university setting, and when I began working with the system, I was teaching at UBC, a very large institution where students often feel lost, alienated, alone, and uncared for—as if they were indeed just a number with a debt attached to it.  now, in my reading group, they felt what it was like to have a caring knowledgeable professor give them personalized one-on-one attention.

I was often surprised by the reactions of students.  I have many anecdotes about my experience, but I have only time for one example.  In one particular year, I had had a group of two students, and we worked away, throughout the academic year, from September through to April.  Both students in the group were attractive young women, both Asians, one from East Asia, with Cantonese as her first language, and the other a South Asian with I think Urdu as her first language.  The South Asian was eager, cheerful, voluble, and outgoing.  The other young women was the opposite.  She was withdrawn, stiff, rather cold, said little, but she always attended.  At the end of our months together—I think we had read our way through that superb fantasy E. Nesbit’s Five Children and It.  The young Chinese woman had said almost nothing, and I really wondered if our time together had benefited her much.  At any rate, at the end, we said good-bye, and I never saw them again, at least not right away.  A couple years later, I was walking down the hall, surrounded by the usual crowds of people hurrying by, and a young Chinese woman rushed up to me, calling out to me.  at first I didn’t recognize her, she was so different.  But it was my Chinese student, and she could barely contain her gratitude.   “Oh Dr. Nicholson!”she said, “I want to thank you so much” and she told me that our work together  had really changed her life.  I don’t remember much else that she said, because I was so taken aback by the transformation of a stiff, uncomfortable and unhappy seeming young woman into a beautiful, eager, happy individual.  I knew this change was not because of our reading together, but I knew that some of it was.
I could go on about this, but I believe I have made my point.
