
The Community College System has determined that courses seeking to 

qualify for the Minnesota Transfer Curriculum must be identified with at least 

one but not more than two goal areas. Competencies are to be met within 

traditional general education disciplines. Further, 51 % of the competencies 

must be addressed in a course if it is to be included under a goal area. The 

debate over "using" a skill rather than "teaching" a skill informs the decision as 

well. For instance, when considering courses to fulfill competencies under the 

"Communications" goal, instructors ask if English courses or speech courses 

teach students to "participate effectively in groups" or if one merely uses group 

process? Discussions of the MNTC in campus and departmental meetings are 

lively, but they remain centered in issues that are important to students. 

Dealing with the Minnesota Transfer Agreement requires the four 

public higher education systems to look at commonalties rather than distinctions 

among disciplines, to consider the link between the institution and the world 

and to rethink pedagogy. Of course, concerns are rife in a climate of change

job security, hiring practices, turf protection-but dealing with the transfer 

agreement calls for dialogue across departments, institutions, and system bound

aries, and conversations are still evolving. 
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Making Texts Our Own Through Close Readings 

lry 
Rex Veeder 

I used to think that students had to read a number of 
good books. Now, after fifty or so years of teaching, 
I believe they must read a number of good sentences. 

- Anne E. Berthoff in conversation 

It has taken me a while to grasp what Anne was saying. As a teacher of 

writing and reading, I had to pull myself away from curriculum for a moment to 

look at the reasons for the curriculum. For one thing, we are too often in a hurry 

to get through materials and to cover the lesson plan or syllabus. We are asked 

to ramble through huge blocks of texts, novels, short stories, poems. During this 

rush through reading and responding, we often do not take time to build a 

relationship with texts through close readings of selected sections of texts. I 

have come to believe that it is the close relationship with texts that serves as the 

foundation for our lesson plans, our units, and our curricula. I have attempted to 

encourage students to develop relationships with texts through journals , by 

having them write about texts in ways other than the standard literary essay. I 

have found that when students write about large blocks of texts they often drift 

away from the texts themselves. The relationships with the texts become 

fragmented and transitory. When as a student I select a paragraph or a page of 

the text, however, and concentrate on its relations to my own life and to the rest 

of the text, I begin to develop a substantial relationship to the text itself-I 

begin to claim ownership. 

One way for readers to take responsibility for their judgments is for them 

to inhabit a text, to engage the text until they feel something like ownership. 

Reader Response Theory suggests to us that personal connections to literature 

increase our engagement with the text through a transaction whereby we 

negotiate meaning through a comparison of personal experiences with the 

experiences of the text. Like expressive pedagogy in composition, Reader 

Response Theory is sometimes criticized as being too soft. The argument seems 

to run that all Reader Response does is evoke personal memories in relation to 
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texts. Like expressive pedagogy, however, the purpose of reader response is to 

allow students an access to texts based upon their own criteria for engagement. 

When we write about someone else's writing, we are often asked to stand back 

and judge its worth. We may pay particular attention to the verbs a writer uses 

or examine the images and symbols in a text. Sometimes we read large· chunks 

of text and describe the strategies the writer uses to persuade us, often demon

strating how the writer has used logic or emotions or personality to persuade a 

reader to see things the way he or she sees things. One name for this kind of 

activity is Rhetorical Analysis. 

Most analysis is based upon the activity of critical reading. Often, 

Rhetorical Analysis becomes a study of the features of texts, as if we were 

looking at the faces of strangers and trying to decide whether we liked them or 

not. We answer questions such as what's the writer's thesis? what does the writer 

want us to do? what's the argument? is the argument logical? what terms need to 

be defined? how successful is the essay? is there a point at issue that can't be 

negotiated between the reader and the writer? More often than not, we remain 

detached from the text as we answer these kinds of questions. We can be 

disinterested observers of technique and style. We judge how and why some

thing works, and we award points or take them away. The writer wins or loses in 

cases like this, and we don't have to take responsibility for the text. The prob

lem is that we often do not have to take responsibility for our judgments either. 

Rhetorical Analysis, however, may increase the intensity of our involve

ment by bringing us closer to the text and the writer through the benefits of 

work and concentration. We may remember the idea of protocols in I. A. 

Richards's' Practical Criticism. Protocols allow the reader to see the text as a 

work site. Still, we do not want to tum the text into an object with no relation

ship to its context. Thus, another kind of analysis, a blend of Reader Response 

and Rhet~rical Analysis, can give us access to a work of literature and allow us a 

more intense relationship with a text. I call this blend a Rhetorical Synthesis 

since the activity concentrates on what is persuasive in the text and at the same 

time brings its diverse elements together in a single statement. 
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What follows is an example of Rhetorical Synthesis using transactions 

with two paragraphs: the descriptive opening paragraph of Willa Cather's 1913 

novel O Pioneers! (27) and a paragraph discussing Depression-era English 

tramps from George Orwell's 1933 novel Down and Out in Paris and London 

(338). I asked students to select writings for me since I wanted to approach the 

reading in the spirit of an assignment. I believe it is important that we all try out 

our assignments and see just how much is involved in what we ask our students 

to do. Needless to say, my students enjoyed giving me this assignment from their 

text, Nicholas and Nicholls's Rhetorical Models for Effective Writirn~- The 

paragraph titles come from Nicholas and Nicholls. My bracketed numbers 

correspond roughly to the numbers in the texts, appended at the end of this 

essay. 

I. "Hanover" by Willa Cather 

Text 

One January day, thirty years ago, the little town of Hanover, an

chored on a windy Nebraska tableland, was trying not to be blown away. 

[1) A mist of fine snowflakes was curling and eddying about the cluster 

of low drab buildings huddled on the gray prairie, under a gray sky. The 

dwelling-houses were set about haphazard on the tough prairie sod; some 

of them looked as if they had been moved in overnight, and others as if 

they were straying off by themselves, headed straight for the open plain. 

None of them had any appearance of permanence, and the howling 

wind blew under them as well as over them. [2] The main street was a 

deep rutted road, now frozen hard, which ran from the squat red railway 

station and the grain "elevator" at the north end of the town to the 

lumber yard and the horse pond at the south end. [3] On either side of 

this road straggled two uneven rows of wooden buildings; the general 

merchandise stores, the two banks, the drug store, the feed store, the 

saloon, the post-office. [4] The board side walks were gray with trampled 

snow, but at two o'clock in the afternoon the shopkeepers, having come 

back from dinner, were keeping well behind their frosty windows. The 

children were all in school, and there was nobody abroad in the streets 
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but a few rough looking countrymen in coarse overcoats, with their long 

caps pulled down to their noses. Some of them had brought their wives 

to town, and now and then a red or a plaid shawl flashed out of one store 

into the shelter of another. [5] At the hitch-bars along the street a few 

heavy work-horses, harnessed to farm wagons, shivered under their 

blankets. About the station everything was quiet, for there would not be 

another train in until night. 

Protocol 

[1] Cather begins by looking back over her shoulder down a tunnel of 

time. It's January, thirty years ago, long enough for a lifetime to have gone by. 

She begins with a town whose life depends upon will. The images suggest the 

town is clinging to the land almost hopelessly; it is a ship "anchored" in a storm. 

Hanover is a drab place, and like everything in January on the "tableland," it is 

gray. The sky, the buildings, and the houses all blend together. People who· live 

here must be like the land, I think, almost indistinguishable from one another. I 

am imagining, but my imagination rests on the words "prairie sod," "gray," "open 

plain," and "huddled" buildings. 

[2] Like the snow, the buildings seem to have no permanence, not the 

main street, nor the lumber yard. All the things here are surrounded by the 

wind that howls and blows under as well as over them. The grain elevator 

identifies the character of the place; in the Midwest elevators rise up from the 

horizon to announce a town. Grain is banked for bankers. I remember the 

elevators erupting from a sea of grain fields, the sea upon which Hanover is 

anchored, like road markers or like tin tablets waiting for inscriptions. They 

might be giant tombstones. 

[3] At this point, the two rows of stores and shops are like the town's 

spine. I suspect it makes a canyon where the wind's power is even more obvious. 

Nature's gray power is less dramatic than the storms at sea or the thunderstorms 

in summer on the tableland, but it is a power felt as a lingering presence. 

[4] At last, there are people here. Deep in the paragraph they seem 

almost inconsequential to the life of the prairie in January. And here's the word 
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"gray" again. The people's steps make a dark imprint on the gray. It's no longer 

"thirty years ago." Suddenly, it is "two o'clock in the afternoon," and Cather 

and I are no longer looking at the town from the end of a long tunnel. We are 

on the street. There's more a feeling of people here than distinct characteriza

tions; the shop keepers are faceless behind frosted windows, the children are still 

absent, and the "rough-looking country men" and their wives are as hard to 

define as the "fine snow flakes" that curl and eddy about the buildings. 

[5] Now Cather is taking me, as if we were seeing things from the wind's 

perspective, out of town and past the work horses and farm wagons, to the 

station on the edge of town. We've arrived someplace I am not sure I want to 

be. In the ghost-like weather and the whipping wind, I begin to wonder just 

how much the inhabitants of Hanover are like the "mist of fine snowflakes" at 

the beginning of the paragraph. The people are not, as I first had thought, like 

the land. They are like the fine-grained or dry snow. I begin to wonder if I am 

like them. 

I sense the echo of Emily Dickinson's poem [Because I could not stop for 

Death]. It's very quiet here. I wonder if the entire town will evaporate or be 

blown away before the night train arrives. I am also aware of how, somehow, 

I've been pulled into this place by Cather's description. 

Observations on my reading 

I began with the belief that Cather wants to share an experience with 

me. I understand that. relating directly to a writer this way can be considered 

dangerous, but I also believe that part of the experience of reading is accepting 

the notion that the words I am reading are something being said by someone. 

Whether I call it dialogue or rhetoric, I am accepting a speech model for my 

reader/ writer relationship. 

I also recognize certain sensory memories that contribute to my identifi

cation with Cather's narrator in the paragraph. I know Hanover because I have 

lived in towns like Hanover. I was guided through Hanover, meditating on the 

cold, the sense of isolation, the community of spirits in a dark landscape. But I 
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didn't feel the cold until the end of the paragraph, when the description yielded 

to the sensation of moving and to the sudden feeling that I was alone on the 

edge of a town that was a waiting room for eternity. Here again I recognized 

Emily Dickinson's poem: 

Since then-'tis Centuries--and yet 

Feels shorter than the Day 

I first surmised the Horses' Heads 

Were toward Eternity. 

On the other hand, I don't feel completely alone in the landscape. I 

sense Cather. I wonder, at last, what she feels about all this. I think she might 

want to say, "What you're going to experience is a drab little town that, if you let 

it, will introduce you to a drab thrill brought on by the awareness of a curling 

and eddying life under a a gray sky in the midst of gray buildings with frost

scared people whom you do not know but whom you may recognize. Here, 

passing through my Hanover, you may recognize a sweeping eternity." 

She's made eternity real for me, for a moment 

The idea that comes from a feeling like this one will, at best, be only 

half expressed and lean toward the empathetic. I will not be clearly analytical. 

We cannot catch the whole experience in the net of language. We must also try 

to get caught in the net ourselves as we cast it. There's something in the mix of 

the writer's language and our own that establishes empathy-identification. 

The idea in the paragraph issues from the experience of the description. It 

suggests, I think, that beyond the immediate moment we are experiencing we 

exist only in imagination or memory. Our delicate and precarious lives resonate 

through time, but our individuality goes along on the journey only when it 

senses someone else's presence in the dark landscape of past or future. 

When I think about what I have done, I realize I've allowed myself huge 

imaginative leaps in writing about the paragraph. There are dangers here. The 

trick is to stay close enough to the text to keep it in view. I am not, in other 

words, creating a completely new text but discovering my relationship to 
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Cather's text. There are basic strategies that can be instruments for reading and 

writing about texts this way. 

(1) I read a little and write a little. In fact, I could write out the para

graph and add my reactions in parentheses. 

(2) I allow my experiences into the discussion where they seem to touch 

upon the description. 

(3) I include my readings of other texts as part of the experience. In 

fact, my understanding of those past texts broadens as I relate them 

to what I am reading now. 

( 4) I wait until I have imaginatively experienced the paragraph before I 

attempt to move to an idea. I take my time. 

(5) I state my conclusions while remaining aware of what I feel and 

think Cather's motives are. If my perception of her motive changes, 

my perception of the idea will change as well. 

( 6) The result of this approach is that I develop an intense and personal 

relationship with the paragraph. 

Of course, it's not always necessary or desirable to make deep connec

tions with a text or to get to know a writer personally as we are reading, and 

there are certain kinds of reading that encourage us to resist such connections. 

Even then, however, we may find ourselves needing to take sides as we read, and 

as we do we again negotiate between the public world and the private world, 

between the text and ourselves. We find ourselves, for example, wanting to 

recognize that the facts in a report are actually just one person's attempt to get us 

to see his or her point of view. We begin to wonder about who is saying what to 

whom for what reason. Thus climbing into a text isn't always a matter of paying 

attention to every sentence at every moment, but if a piece of writing is to be 

ours in any way, we must engage it directly at some point during our reading. 

Sometimes our engagement goes only so far as our taking sides with the 

writer or against the writer. For some reason, as we give our reasons why we 

agree or disagree, we begin to trust the writer because we understand him or her. 

We feel at home with the proposition, sentiment, or evidence because, as when 

we have a heart-felt discussion with a stranger, the writer has exchanged some-
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thing with us. At other times, especially in a piece of persuasive writing, we find 

ourselves caught up in a dialogue with the writer. It's good at those times to stop 

reading long enough to examine our responses as transactions with the writer's. 

When we do, it's helpful to ask ourselves, who is saying what to whom, how, and 

for what reason? This is a particularly rhetorical kind of questioning (see 

Coleridge, Aids xv; Richards 118). It is a question that moves us to an analysis 

of the text. It may not, however, allow us to get a feeling for an idea, and 

Rhetorical Synthesis comes about when we not only understand an idea but 

recognize the way we feel about it 

The second question that leads us to a Rhetorical Synthesis is what in 

my own history, memory, or imagining responds to the writer and the subject? 

Whereas the first question is an act of analysis, the second is an act of synthesis 

because we are applying the text to our lives: we blend our own experience with 

the issue and measure both in terms of the writer's experience as he or she offers 

it to us in the text. 

I can imagine someone listing possible answers to those two questions in 

a good classroom exercise. However, in a close reading we can enter into a 

conversation with the writer and the text instead. We can take the time to go 

beyond the list. The text I'm going to climb into next is Orwell's "The Tramp

Monster Myth," a paragraph just 12 pages from the end of his 1933 autobio

graphical novel Down and Out in Paris and London. This paragraph is not a 

description. It's part of an argument. It's logical and deals with ideas. My 

synthesis will involve moving from the idea to an emotion or feeling for the 

thought. 

II. "The Tramp-Monster Myth" by George Orwell 

Text 

[1] As a matter of fact, very little of the tramp-monster will survive 

inquiry. Take the generally accepted idea that tramps are dangerous 

characters. Quite apart from experience, one can say a priori that very 

few tramps are dangerous [2], because if they were dangerous they would 
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be treated accordingly. A casual ward will often admit a hundred tramps 

in one night, and these are handled by a staff of at most three porters. A 

hundred ruffians could not be controlled by three unarmed men. In

deed, when one sees how tramps let themselves be bullied by the work

house officials, it is obvious that they are the most docile, broken

spirited creatures imaginable. Or take the idea that all tramps are 

drunkards-an idea ridiculous on the face of it. No doubt many tramps 

would drink if they got the chance, but in the nature of things they 

cannot get the chance. At this moment a pale watery stuff called beer is 

seven pence a pint in England. To be drunk on it would cost at least 

half a crown, and a man who can command half a crown at all often is 

not a tramp. The idea that tramps are impudent social parasites ("sturdy 

beggars") is not absolutely unfounded, but it is only true in a few per 

cent of the cases. Deliberate, cynical parasitism, such as one reads of in 

Jack London's books on American tramping, is not in the English 

character. The English are a conscience-ridden race, with a strong sense 

of the sinfulness of poverty [3]. One cannot imagine the average En

glishman deliberately turning parasite, and this national character does 

not necessarily change because a man is thrown out of work. Indeed, if 

one remembers that a tramp is only an Englishman out of work, forced 

by law to live as a vagabond, then the tramp-monster vanishes. I am not 

saying, of course, that most tramps are ideal characters; I am only saying 

that they are ordinary human beings, and that if they are worse than 

other people it is the result and not the cause of their way of life (201-

02). 

Protocol 

[1] I start reading and then stop. Why do I, in fact, recognize a connec

tion to this particular topic? After all, Orwell is British, and we are not familiar 

with tramps any more. Or are we? Orwell begins with his thesis: The "tramp

monster myth" has "very little" truth to it. The topic itself may interest me 

because of all the news reports of the "homeless." More specifically, I remember 

a particular protest by the homeless on a courthouse lawn in Tucson, Arizona. 

th I d. 0 11' " " "h l " I I'm sure, in other words, at am rea mg rwe s tramps as my ome ess. 
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am also sure that the British tramps will not be exactly like my Tucson homeless. 

But there is a more personal connection. While the homeless were 

camping out on the courthouse lawn, my mother was called for jury duty. The 

day she was called, I had to escort her because she was terrified at having to walk 

by the camp. Orwell says that it is a "generally accepted idea that tramps are 

dangerous." The word "generally" suggests that he will argue that they are not. I 

wonder to what degree he could convince my mother, and yet I want to agree 

with Orwell myself. I want to confirm for myself and convince my mother that 

the homeless are not dangerous. Maybe Orwell can help. 

He proceeds with a logical statement announcing he is arguing "quite 

apart from experience." In short, he's asking us to ignore our own experience for 

a moment and to look at things logically--or, more likely, from his own perspec

tive. I do not believe, for example, that any argument is devoid of engagement 

and involvement. There are always personal motives involved, and I have to 

trust him in order to accept his logic. If he breaks that trust at some point in the 

paragraph, I'm going to have problems siding with him because I'm much more 

likely to remember my mother's terrified expression than his logical argument. 

This is why as a sole persuasive device logic fails. 

[2] I can begin to follow his reasons for believing as he does, but I still 

have the ghost of experience rattling around and combating his reasoning. He 

argues from examples: A) If the tramps (my homeless) were dangerous, they 

would be treated like dangerous criminals. They are not, and therefore they are 

merely "broken spirited creatures." I can't say I like the term "creatures." B) If 
all tramps were drunkards, Orwell says, they would not be tramps because if they 

could afford beer they could afford a place to live. I have to admit I'm doubting 

his reasoning here. It seems to me, "quite apart from experience," that if some

one is addicted to alcohol, he or she will spend money on beer rather than on 

shelter. C) English tramps, Orwell reminds the reader, are not the American 

tramps Jack London describes; it's not in the English nature to be deliberate 

parasites. English tramps are merely other Englishmen out of work. 
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[3] Of course, my frail trust in Orwell's argument is shattered by his 

nationalistic assumptions that Englishmen are not guilty of "cynical parasitism," 

while Americans are. I understand that he has used an American author for 

support, that he is writing for an English audience, and that he is sincere. Still, I 

can't trust him to argue for me as an advocate for the homeless. 

Observations on my reading 

Suddenly, it seems I have an unexpected tum in my reading. I'm 

finished with the paragraph. I have found that if I want Orwell's help in per

suading either myself or my mother about anything relating to the homeless, I 

am not going to get it. I can either stop at this point and try something else, or 

although he's still in on the conversation, I can try to go on without Orwell and 

figure out why this topic interests me as it does. In other words, I'm shifting my 

approach to the logic from a detached logic to an informal logic based on 

engagement and experience. Why has the totally arbitrary combination of 

Orwell, my mother, and the homeless come to mean something to me? It's at 

this point that the relationship of meaning-making and problem-solving be

comes important. Am I in some way solving a problem as I am making meaning? 

Is it important to see this as a problem that needs to be solved, or has the 

important issue become understanding my relationship to the problem of 

homelessness? Meaning-making, then, becomes a way of establishing closer 

relationships to problems, of identifying bias and engagement. It seems that if I 

am interested in solving a problem at all it is a problem of meaning. Just how 

useful are these kinds of speculative reasoning? 

Because I've abandoned a detached or formal logic, I need to recognize 

the elements affecting the workings of an engaged logic. I imagine some of the 

elements of my mother's point of view. First, she believes many of the homeless 

are crazy. The press tells us so. Second, she has learned from TV that many of 

the homeless are drug users. The least dangerous of the bunch are drunks. All of 

them prey on older women to get money for drugs. Finally, although some 

homeless are mothers with children, she believes the homeless are mostly men 

who are too lazy to work and simply want to live off society. The press, TV, Jack 

London, and George Orwell present this view. 
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But this will not do. My initial motives were to understand the tramp/ 

homeless-monster myth and to explain to my mother why she should not fear 

the homeless. The first question, "Who is saying what to whom and for what 

reason?" is fairly easy to answer at this point. Orwell is persuading his English 

readers to consider the tramps as countrymen. Perhaps that act of identification 

would bring about changes, even change some laws. Orwell believes a change in 

laws might make a difference. Orwell is not, however, saying something to me. 

The second question therefore becomes important: "What in my history, 

memory, or imaginings responds to the writer and the subjectr' 

When I attempt to answer that question, the issue becomes part of my 

personal life, and I must admit the answers disturb me. My mother has often 

lived on the edge of hopelessness. She lost her mother when she was eight, and 

her father left her with her grandparents. She has worked her whole life and not 

known, for certain, that she didn't have to worry about being homeless. Now, 

like many older people, she's afraid of being left alone in the world again. No 

matter how hard I try to comfort her, she will remain frightened. After all, her 

son has been something of an educational tramp, choosing to stay in college long 

enough to earn a Ph. 0 ., but he always remains on the edge of a homeless life, a 

wandering scholar. I understand her fears. She sees something of herself in the 

homeless. She doesn't want to be desperate. 

A memory: once while in San Francisco for the MLA convention, I 

came to believe the homeless were a mixture of those who needed help and 

those who were experts in getting money by being victims. Some of them didn't 

know if they were tramps, homeless, monsters, victims, or criminals. They did 

know they were cold and wrapped in indignity. One man sat on the sidewalk in 

a winter night's rain with a baseball cap on the ground and a sign before him 

proclaiming "I am homeless. Out of work. Vet. HIV positive. Will work for 

food." Whether all of that was true, or whether he was applying a list of appeals 

he was sure would cover everything, he lost. Everyone passed him by. 

From now on, with the world economy chewing on us as we stand in the 

cold water of innumerable world depressions, it may be that we genuinely fear 

the homeless because we see ourselves in them. What signs might we ourselves 
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hold up in the future? I remember an earlier English writer, Samuel Taylor 

Coleridge, who wrote "What an awful Duty Hope Becomes"(~ 124). lfl 

don't want my emotional life stranded on the streets, I need to remember how 

important the belief in a future with homes for all of us continues to be. Hope's 

spare change is not enough, and the distance between hopeless and homeless is 

only a short walk. 

Suggestions for close readings and concluding thoughts about a Rhetorical Synthesis 

Close readings may be used in place of traditional literary essays or 

incorporated into them. The basic idea is to allow students to develop a rela

tionship with a text through thoughtful annotation. As they do, students might 

consider the following: 

• Identify the place in the text about which you are writing. 

• Use your class notes to add information from discussions and lectures. 

• Use the close reading as a way to bring together your journal entries. 

• Remember that more than one person can work on a close reading. 

Use a discussion group to add more dimensions to the close reading. 

I have used the terms Rhetorical Synthesis and Close Readings inter

changeably. I would not want the term Rhetorical Synthesis to be taken too 

seriously. I am not creating a new term for reading. What I am doing is what 

Louise Rosenblatt has termed a "transactional" approach to reading. It is an 

inclusive approach rather than one that attempts to limit a reaction to a text. 

Rhetorical Synthesis is a term we can use to describe the activity of reading 

closely because the term suggests that all texts persuade us of something and that 

the act of persuasion depends upon our willingness to participate in identifying 

the possibilities in a text and then bringing those disparate possibilities together 

in a reading. 

A Rhetorical Synthesis often costs more than an analysis. It requires 

that as readers we climb into a text and let its writer drive us forward. It asks us 

to look for something attracting us to the writer. We may find it more difficult 

than simply commenting on the writer's technique or listing the writer's argu-
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ments or judging the writer's motives from a dispassionate perspective. The 

result of the Rhetorical Synthesis is that when and if we write an analysis, we 

form our judgments from the viewpoints of panicipants rather than of observers. 

I know ·that there are times when we cannot or even should not allow ourselves 

to participate in texts this way. When we do invest ourselves in texts by reading 

closely, however, we are likely to value those texts or the writers who created 

them because we have earned a relationship. 
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