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"A Collection of Sounds"

PETER points a chubby finger at a 
word on the first page of his book 

and looks expectantly at his teacher 
as if to say, "I'm ready to start read 
ing when you're ready to listen."

"No, Peter. Not there," explains 
Miss Clarkc, noticing that Peter is 
pointing to.the last word in the line in 
stead of the first. "You always begin 

\ reading hefc--on( the left side of the 
page. "Remember.".'

Petqr doesn't exactly remember-r- 
any more than he remembers when 
Miss Clarke helps him to write over 

\ the -.note he has started for his mother 
'inviting her to visit school. To Peter 
trie corifusing part of the note is the 
'fact thai he knojvs he spelled ''Dear 
Mother" right. After all, aren't these 
the-., very words along with ever so 
many others that Peter has learned 
to sound out during his summer vaca 
tion? "Dear" and a few other im 
portant words were on a page along 
with a lot of other silly words in a 
lesson book his mother ''bought es 
pecially to help him. "Mother" came 
much later in the lessons and Was also 
on a page along with a lot of other 
silly words; but Peter remembered 
"dear" and "mother" and felt good 
when he could write them on his 
paper at school. But it seems he wrote 
"dear" on the right margin of his paper 
instead of on the left ... he "wrote 
backward" was the way Miss Clarkc 
said it.

So now it seems that reading and 
writing words is even more compli 
cated than it was when he and his 
mother practiced sounding them out 
ever)' day except Sunday all summer 
long. Words start certain places and 
stories st,art certain places and letters 
written Tjome start certain places 
and Peter can't seem to remember 
even when he knows his teacher is 
going to sav, ". . . oti the left side . . . 
remember."

Peter's teacher is concerned, par 
ticularly i when she notices that Pet^r 
has trouble remembering when the 
gym teacher shows him how to Idck 
the big rubber ball with his right foot, 
seeming always to prefer his left. Still 
he crayons with his right hand and 
seems to have no trouble. .

And Peters mother is more than 
worried when she comes over to school 
for a conference about Peter's reading. 
Perhaps she didn't follow directions 
carefully enough when, she taught 
Peter to sound out the words during 
the summer. Perhaps Peter is in .one 
of those awful schools she reads about 
 a school where the teachers just 
don't believe in sounding out words 
and therefore are not willing to work 
with Peter in terms of what she has 
taught him. But there must be some 
thing terribly wrong with Peter, she 
thinks, if he can't learn to read .the 
way the book said all children are sup 
posed to be able to learn.
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Archie rushes eagerly into the house 
after school. "Did the mailman leave 
me a package, Mom? Did he?"

Yes. The mailman has left a pack 
age for Archie, and his mother wonders 
just what it is that is so important to 
her son. Before long he shows her  
twenty-four religious mottos for hang 
ing on the wall which he, Archie, is 
going right out to sell.

"I didn't even have to pay for them, 
Mom. See. All I do is sell them and 
keep a lot of the money myself or else 
win a bicycle or sleeping bag or fishing 
kit . . ." and Archie is off on his new 
adventure.

It is difficult for Archie's mother to 
know what to do and even more diffi 
cult two weeks later when he says: 
"But I don't understand it, Mom. My 
comic book said I wouldn't have any 
trouble. Look right here it says: 'They 
will sell like wildfire at 35<* each . . . 
neighbors buy the instant you show 
them . . . many buy six or more.' But 
I've only sold three to grandma and 
Aunt Alice and Mrs. Hoak. And now 
my time is up and I don't even have 
enough money to send the pictures 
back. What am I going to do. Mom?"

What is Archie going to do? And 
what is his mother going to do? They 
are living in an age when adults who 
have learned to read and spell feel 
free to send persuasive messages to 
other adults and even to children mes 
sages which make all sorts of promises 
to the person who is able to read what 
the words say and do what they tell 
him to.

Ben looks at the note Johnny has 
just passed to him before arithmetic 
class begins: "Mom says I can't have 
you to my party because you're a dirty

jew." The writing is clear-cut. No 
word is misspelled. Johnny has not 
confined himself to the basic vocabu 
lary of his reader in sending Ben his 
letter. Having mastered the sounds of 
the alphabet, Johnny has the whole 
world of words at his disposal for send 
ing messages. And he is more than 
a little smug about this skill he has 
perfected. After all, isn't his mom al 
ways bragging about her son who can 
read anything that's written? And look 
at Ben! You can almost see him hurt. 
Haven't Johnny's words hit their mark 
with fust as much accuracy as a physi- ' 
cal message of some kind say a slap or 
good hard push?

What Does It Mean To Read?
Mr. Tipton looks at his notes for 

the opening meetings of school. What 
will he and his teachers talk about1 this 
vcar? Last year was so good. Sure. 
There were kids coming on double 
session and one group had to meet in 
the auditorium. And the PTA got all 
excited once because the children 
seemed to be spending too little time 
on reading. But by and large people 
were working together to do some 
thing about their problems. The PTA 
committee came over to school and 
visited and they saw that the children 
were learning to read in a very im 
portant way when they studied the 
persuasive techniques of advertising 
and when they signed up for jobs on 
the big bulletin board in the front hall 
and in many other realistic ways. "It's 
just different from when we went to 
school, but then we didn't have the 
same reading problems," was the way 
one PTA member expressed it, and 
before long a meeting was given over'
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to discussing some of the reading needs 
of today's children.

And their plans for new buildings  
now here was something to really feel 
good about three new schools for pri 
mary children to be built in the next 
few years schools where the com 
munity's youngest members could have 
their best possible chance to learn good 
feelings about themselves and others 
in their earliest school experiences.

Most of all, they really seemed to 
be getting somewhere on this busi 
ness of helping individual children to 
learn in patterns right for them. How 
proud he and his teachers were that 
visitors to the school couldn't identify 
one set system as the way all children 
were supposed to be learning. There 
was a togetherness about the way in 
which teachers and administrators and 
children and community members kept 
constantly looking for better ways for 
learning. They were beginning to de 
velop ways for communicating with 
one another so that their anxieties as 
well as their pride in accomplishment 
could be shared.

But now there was this new reading 
scare to do something about one 
brought about by a book everyone 
seemed to be reading. With all the 
demands being put on teachers' time 
of course there would be some tempted 
to try this oversimplified method by 
which all children are supposed to be 
able to learn. With all their many 
reasons for feeling anxious, of course 
there would be some parents who 
would welcome this easy answer and 
who would be putting pressure on the 
school to welcome it too.

But what does it mean to read—tor
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TOOLS FOR BUILDING • THE CIRCUS

let youngest 
readers learn 
... or let them 
laugh with 
these colorful 
books on their 
own level from 
Childrens Press

Elita Bialk's TIZZ is on illus- 
ttrated novel for third graders 

about a lovable, mischievous 
pony and the refreshingly 
normal family . that it comes 

to trouble. A good book for horse lovers 
Reinforced edition, net $1.88._______
Miriam Schlein't CITY BOY, 
COUNTRY BOY is a de 
light for first and second 
graders. A Junior Literary ' ' 
Guild book, it sings of the 
joys of living in ^either the "* ** 
country or TKe city. Sweeping full-color 
pictures by (Catherine Evans. Reinforced 
edition, net $2.10.____^________

Tomm Mursrod is a top ski 
instructor in Norway. This 
American edition of his SKI 
ING WITH PER AND KARI 
can give a second grader 
enough confidence and skiing 

form to "snow plow" to a stop on a 
pasture hill. The charm of Norway is in 
this bright sport book on primary reading 
level. Reinforced edition net, $2.10.____
Richard, Irene, and Robert
Willim . . . Irene is married to
one of the Willis's. She and J
Dick teach in Fredonia, New
York. Robert paints in California. ROSIE'S
JOSIE is a funny story about a cook, the
ingredients are a fabulous kitchen, ' a
balky old car, the city of hills and
Rosie's enthusiasm for feeding people.
Reinforced edition, net $2.10.
The True book series, primary reading 
level, with broad interest levels and 
simple vocabulary, gains new stature 
with the addition of five new titles. AM 
48 pp., 2 colors. Only in reinforced edi 
tion, net $1.50 each. 
the true book of CLOTH 
the true book of HOLIDAYS 
the true book of COWBOYS 
the true book of SEASONS 
the true book of SOUNDS WE HEAR
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a human being to read a human being 
living in a democratic society, that is? 
Perhaps reading is j ust a collection of 
sounds in certain arrangements when 
it is looked at out there somewhere. 
But what does it look like inside a 
human being? What does it look like 
in, Peter's living? Archie's? In Ben's 
and yes, in Johnny's?

^Vhy don't Peter's hands and eyes 
aiid feet move easily together? Is it 
b^ciuse he hasn't learned certain 
sov.pds or to start on the left side? Or 
is there something more basic to hu 
man integration something so basic 
that it might differ from person to 
person depending upon many kinds 
of circumstances in living?

Why wasn't Archie able to see 
through the persuasive advertising of 
his comic advertising written by mem 
bers of an earlier generation who 
learned to read by an earlier genera 
tion's successful methods? Perhaps 
for Archie too there is more to read 
ing than knowing how to pronounce 
words. Maybe the ability to pronounce 
and spell words without even needing 
to know the context, and to call this 
pronouncing and spelling reading i s 
too oversimplified for a real alive boy- 
living in a world where real alive adults 
do pay attention to context when they 
write things especially for this real 
alive boy lo read.

Perhaps Johnny and his mother 
should not feel so pleased about his 
skill. They may need to be helped 
to realize that reading in the living 
of alive people is a skill in communi 
cation. Perhaps they need to be helped 
to see that the messages which Johnny 
has learned so accurately to send arc 
not so accurate after all not accurate,
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that is, when looked at in terms of the 
kind of communication Johnny needs 
to have between himself and other 
people in his democratic society.

Maybe Mr. Tipton should feel 
furious instead of discouraged furious 
that he and his hard-working staff and 
children and parents have met this 
interruption to their important prob 
lem-solving. Perhaps there is more to 
reading than just an organized collec 
tion of sounds when it is viewed in the 
living of real people in a democratic 
society.

Perhaps there is a responsibility 
that goes with writing words that other 
people will read especially when the 
words have to do with children's learn 
ing. Perhaps no one person has a right 
to defy the uniqueness of human per- 
sonaility by selling one little system 
that will work for all human beings. 
Perhaps no one person has a right to 
say that a system borrowed from the 
past supersedes all of the collective 
effort of all of the people who have 
been spending countless hours with 
out extra pay trying always to find just 
one more clue that will make teaching- 
learning more meaningful to that one 
kid who doesn't seem to latch on to 
any of the ways that work with others.

Perhaps in the insecurity of times 
which seem to invite oversimplified 
systems for solving many problems, it 
is important for school people to re 
new their faith. Little systems which 
aim to abstract learning from individ 
ually unique and socially significant 
living fall short in the face of a belief 
in the importance of people.

 PEGGY BROCAN, professional staff. 
Child Education Foundation, 5 35 E. 
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