Reading, Reflection and Resilience in the Study of Australian Literature: A Trauma-Informed Pedagogy
Introduction. This project addresses a first-year English Literature course at an Australian regional university, anecdotally reported to be challenging in its content because it deals with several traumatic narratives as well as texts which directly contradict typical discourses of Australian history.
Aims. The project aims to analyse the role of critical reflection in developing students’ skills in reading resilience or ‘deep reading’.
Methods. By implementing regular and explicit reflective exercises throughout a 13-week semester, this project examines the ways students critically understand and position their responses to the texts studied. Throughout the semester, students completed three reflective journal entries, each of approximately 500 words. These entries invited students to consider their previous encounters with and attitudes towards Australian literature, as well as their affective responses to the texts on the course. In particular, the study considers the following questions: What do students find difficult about reading confronting texts that explore different representations of national identity? How can deep reading/reading resilience practices of reflection aid students in coming to terms with those difficulties? What can deep reading/reading resilience practices tell us about our responses to reading trauma?
Results. Initial results of the study suggest that this means of engagement is particularly attractive to first-year online students (85%) rather than their on-campus counterparts (15%). Completion of the journal entries also correlated with higher overall grades: 52% of those who completed the entries achieved a final grade of 75% or higher. Furthermore, all participants noted a change in their attitudes to reading Australian literature, as well as to reading challenging (or ‘triggering’) narratives. All participants were able to identify different strategies to engage with such texts and to consider the works’ literary and social merit.

Discussion. The project will aid in developing our understanding of how critical reflection can constitute a useful response to reading emotionally difficult (or 'triggering') texts. This is critical for all students of literary studies for whom reading such texts constitutes part of their training. Future research will investigate how sustained and systematic practice can be integrated into other first-year Literature courses and their assessment strategies.

