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by 
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When slack-jawed from reading freshman compositions, my reading 

speed drops to some minimum beneath which only television beckons. Now is 

the optimum time to choose texts for next semester. At a reading speed slightly 

above the motion of molecules nearing absolute zero, only great books hold me. 

The slower the reader, the greater every word counts. 

I pity the alert, spaniel-minded professor who picks books like~ 

Name of the Rose for his students to read. Anybody can see that book's too 

thick. Even Dickens had the charity to spell the reader of his long novels, 

publishing them in monthly segments. When a slow reader like me opens 

Umberto Eco's novel, he gets lost in the plot within the first twenty-five pages, 

or three hours' reading. 

Choosing texts for classes, I have another advantage over the brilliant 

speed reader. Besides sharing my students' concern for brevity, I still can't keep 

a simple story straight. In Much Ado About Nothing, for instance, who the 

heck is Beatrice's father, and why does Hero marry that clod Claudio? Or in 

Tom Sawyer, are we really supposed to think Tom's transformation from trick­

ster-hero to capitalist a happy ending? What would Bugs Bunny be with money 

in the bank? Money Bunny? 

Slower readers make better teachers because if a book appeals to them, it 

will to their classes. At my school, and I suspect at more schools than will admit 

it, students are largely innocent of literature. They live in a prelapsarian, 

bookless world, before the knowledge of evil, or of anything much. When we 

slowly read aloud V.S. Naipaul's Miguel Street, or Twain's Tom Sawyer, it is 

often a revelation to them. Reading is such a simple pleasure and one of the 

cheapest. Book prices often vary inversely with the literary value of the book. 

Most Shakespeare plays can be picked up for a nickel to a quarter at church 

bazaars and garage sales. The most expensive books are newly published science 
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texts and even social-science texts. For a slow reader like me, these are largely 

unreadable. And out of date within three years. 

I suspect that the majority of reading done by prospective teachers in all 

disciplines, and not just in the sciences where we might expect a recent focus, 

concentrates exclusively on twentieth-century authors. Because of internal 

pressures in the learned professions, the scholarly equivalent of fads, graduate 

students can spend all of their time reading the latest books by their own teach­

ers and their teachers' friends. 

Gibbon's friends are mostly dead, so the pressure to read Gibbon is 

reduced. His resounding prose, modeled on Tacitus and Montesquieu, if read at 

all now, merely examples ideological bias. He is read historiographically, with 

eyebrow raised, to catch him napping. 

Gibbon is not the only one who can be caught napping. We teachers 

can expect to become more and more the subject of testing and assessment. 

Frankly, I am worried. What if they test my reading speed and find it is the same 

as that of my students? What if they find out I refuse to read books I can't enjoy? 

What if they see me with a copy of Mark Twain rather than Derrida or Lacan? 

Twain used to be considered ninth-grade reading, but I believe that was typical 

British condescension in regard to American authors. Or maybe because it's a 

pleasure to read. Anything pleasurable can't be very advanced. 

In that case, the prose of specialists is very advanced. Everything about 

American learning is advanced, but what I look for is not advanced readings, but 

readings in retreat. 

Slower readers make better teachers. We read at the same rate as our 

students, so we can pick texts they can stand. Of course, we have different aims. 

I read so slowly that I ignore plot; if I didn't, I'd go crazy with anticipation. I 

suspect many of my students do. 

I read so slowly that if my class and I begin a book at the same time, I 

have to shut them up about how it ends. This year we did Tom Sawyer, and 
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they were racing through after the first dozen chapters. I hate books like that. 

Three students did not attend classes for the last month. With these three, I 

wasn't sure who was who because they always cut as a threesome, the Muske­

teers. Yet Tom Sawyer they read completely. In fact, they had great insight into 

Tom's skipping school and his faking Bible learning. 
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Announcements 

MCTE SPRING CONFERENCE IN ST. PAUL APRIL 21,23 

The MCTE Spring Conference takes place April 21-23 in the St. Paul 
Hotel in downtown St. Paul. Featured events include a performance of ZQ.m 
Neal Hurston: A Theatrical Biography on the opening evening followed by a 
panel presentation of Minnesota Writers the following afternoon and a Friday 
evening "salon and dinner" evoking the atmosphere of the Harlem Renaissance. 
"Listen in on a conversation between Langston Hughes and Zora Neale 
Hurston, reconstructed from their writing," urges Elizabeth Nist, MCTE 
President Elect. "The conversation continues as the artists join us for dinner in 
the hotel's elegant ballroom. The evening's activities include the 'stride piano' 
entertainment of the 1920's musician James P. Johnson, in addition to dramatic 
historical interpretation and audience interaction." 

Costumes from the 1920s are optional. 

Panel presentations on issues of teaching literature, writing, and lan­
guage arts will take place throughout the conference. 

For registration materials write to MCTE Registration Chair Catherine 

McIntire, 625 Turnpike Road, Golden Valley MN 55416. 

REVIEWERS WANTED 

The summer issue of the Minnesota English Journal needs reviewers for 

• American Street: A Multicultural Anthology of Stories ( ed. 
Anne Mazer), a promising collection suitable for 10 to 14 
year-olds and their teachers 

• Evaluating Teachers of Writing (ed. Christine A. Hult), a 
comprehensive selection of essays addressing the theory and 
practice of teaching evaluations, suitable for college and 
community college instructors. 

If you are willing to write a 500-word review of either book, notify the 
editor by March 30. You'll receive a copy of the book and the thanks of your 
readers. Write or call Gayle Gaskill, Mail #4139, College of St. Catherine, 
2004 Randolph, St. Paul MN 55105. Tel. (612) 690-6857. 
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