Living Words

A picture is not thought out and settled beforehand. While it is being done it changes as one’s thoughts change. And when it is finished, it 

still goes on changing, according to the state of mind of whoever is looking at it.                                                                  — Picasso   

“In the beginning was the Word” (Bible 1205). Our earliest and final celebrations are marked with words. As a new life enters our world, we place a mark on the child – a word, a name. And in the end, we are once again marked with words – name, dates, and “Rest in Peace”. An entire lifetime – our culture, our humanity, all measured with and propelled forward by words – words spoken, written, heard, read, and thought. Words that in themselves are bits of nothingness scribbled on parchment, vibrations carrying sound through air.

No Child Left Behind tells us that every child should and must learn to read (No Child). Teachers want to believe and support this ideal standard. We all agree that every student needs to read. We all know the research and the rationale behind the importance of reading. We have read the predictive statistics and witnessed the reality facing nonreaders: poverty, depression, crime-rate, and limited opportunities. 

The No Child Left Behind legislation ushered in a new level of accountability with its lofty aspirations. And with that accountability, testing stakes were raised. Somewhere along the way between the legislator’s pen and the school child sitting in a classroom, we have come dangerously close to losing the magic of words.

The first time I remember reading, I was about four. Learning to read at age three or four was not unusual in my family. Reading was part of our daily routine. When my older brother started school, my parents bought phonics workbooks for me to “do school” at home. My dad was a bi-vocational pastor, which meant that he was a full-time preacher and kept the financial books at the cotton gin to help pay bills. When he went to his office, I went with him to sit at my desk and “do school”. In the evenings, we all read books, magazines, and newspapers. Years later, when the Encyclopedia Britannica sets – the big white grown-up set and the thin red Encyclopedia Juniors were delivered, it was a celebrated event. Visiting aunts, uncles, and cousins joined with us and read those amazing books. It was the best and probably one of the most costly vacations we ever took. Later, my parents added the hefty, unabridged Webster Dictionary. With those reference tools and a couple of good Rand McNally atlases, the five of us were set for research papers and essays through all of grade school and well into college.


I don’t remember many specific books from early elementary school. I just remember reading all the time. I do remember reading numerous biographies my father placed before me. I read about Lottie Moon, finding much in common with her. She was from a devout, church going family and seemed to delight in embarrassing her parents. She actually skipped church one Sunday and stayed home to cook dinner – two horrible sins in one day, as working on Sunday was forbidden. I read Justin Morgan Had a Horse. We didn’t talk explicitly about genre, but horse books and biographies were given special places of honor on the wall-to-wall bookshelves.


Along with learning to read and solve math problems in workbooks, I began to learn to read music. My mother taught me to play the piano. She was church pianist and also taught several private lessons. I don’t really remember my lessons – it seems to me that I just absorbed the piano like I absorbed reading. My parents read words and music, studied and learned; so did we.


Mrs. Gay was my fifth grade teacher. She was old, as all teachers are old in the eyes of a fifth grader. Her white hair was worn pulled up in a knot on the back of her head. She had smooth skin, always wore heels and a dress, and had a beautiful smile with soft pink lipstick. Mrs. Gay wrote on the chalkboard in elegant cursive. Her capital E’s were outstanding. We shared first names – Elizabeth. I still think of her when I write my name in cursive. Mrs. Elizabeth Gay read books to my fifth grade class every single day after lunch. We could sit up and listen, or cradle our head on our hands to look out the window and listen, or rest our sweaty faces on the cool wooden desks and listen.


As Mrs. Gay read Island of the Blue Dolphins, there was no one else and no other place in the world - just the island, the dolphins, the girl, and me. And there was only Mrs. Gay’s steady voice. She read Adam of the Road and we learned about the lives of boys and girls from ages long ago. It was deep within the pages of The Secret Garden that I realized something magical was happening. As Mrs. Gay read, I became friends with Mary, Colin and Dickon. Over the coming years, I would revisit these friends again and again, introducing them to my little sister, my students and my own children. Their stories would be woven into mine, into me. 


How is it that written words travel such a mystical journey? What is it that propels them from some imagination, through author’s pen, across time and into my being? How is it that countless words from countless stories, heard and read, become a part of who I am?  This literacy circle finds its completion as reader becomes writer. It is with words that we examine ourselves, taking “… a look at one’s self on the page in order to know one’s self, to write one’s meaning down to better understand that meaning.” (ACTS 13).

It is not by coincidence that our creator writes through John to us, “In the beginning was the Word,” or that He called His own son, sent to reveal Himself to us, the Word (Bible 1205). It is by the magical gift of words that we are all connected across time. We can read the words of Anne Frank, Abraham Lincoln, Moses, and Dr. Seuss. We are connected to them instantly as we glance at their writings. And it is through writing our words that we connect and bequeath ourselves to future generations.

As teachers, we are held to a very high burden of responsibility for teaching every child in our classrooms to read and write. We must hold ourselves to an even higher standard. We are the wordsmiths passing on a magical trade to our young apprentices. A life of literacy is ours to offer, a gift that cannot be measured or assessed except by the extent to which it is both received and passed onward by those we teach.

