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Progressive optimism and high literacy press 1
Progresstve optimism and high literacy press: Defeating the deficit notion in economically disadvantaged African-

American families whose children are successful readers

-

I grew up poor and African-American in the 60's and 70's in a small southern town. Irealized early in life
the importance of reading in getting an education. As an African-American family, we were disadvantaged
economically and becoming literate was essential if we were to rise above our circumstances. Although the term
"at-risk" had not yet been coined, I was just that and so were my siblings. My brothers, sister, and I grew up in a
single-parent household where the income earning potential of my mother was far below the national poverty level.
She walked several blocks to work as a presser in a dry cleaners every day. She had a tenth-grade education, but yet
she held on to thé dream that her children's educatioq could and would go beyond that which had been available to
her. Low socioeconomic status was a factor, but it did not prohibit nor inhibit our aspirations. It was not what we
did no.t have that mattered, but what we did have. We were all blessed with infelligg:nce and parental faith and
expectations that we perform accordingly. Nothing but our best would do. The strains of poverty, the injustices of
racism and our father's absence were not adequate excuses for our not reaching our human potential.

Because of my background and personal interests, this study grew out of my desire to explore the lives of
families and successful readers within “at-risk” environments. Much of ;he literature (Baumann & Thomas,1997;
Taylor & Dorsey-Gaines, 1988) has rejected and attempted to defeat the deficit notion of at risk children and families
and that has shown that race, class, family structure, and ecoﬁomics do not guarantee or preclude literacy growth.
This inquiry sought to identify and understand the home and family characteristics that enable children to defy the
myths and become successful readers and literacy users when individuals and institutions would suggest they would
fail. Through structured interviews with children and their families, this study focused on the nature of literacy
acquisition in the home as it was reflected in the success the child had demonstrated in reading at school. This
qualitative study extends the literature by revealing the intricacies of homes and families that foster children’s literacy
development when conventional predictors would suggest they would fail.

The following general question guided this investigation: What can we learn from families whose less than
ideal living situations produce children who are successful readers? What is it about these families that supports the

children’s literacy development? Is there within the home an underlying foundation of hope and expectancy of
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success in reading that propels these children? What are the activities of the home that stimulate literacy? Are there
significant or powerful personalities in the home who encourage literacy?
Defeating the deficit notion

Many children come from homes where situations exist that put them at-risk of not being successful, but
background circumstances are not always a good predictor of what an individual can or cannot accomplish (Baumann
& Thomas, 1997; Clark, 1990). Several researchers contend it is not a sociocultural issue that may make the
difference in the achievement rates of the children (Auerbach, 1993; Baker, Sonnenschein, Serpell, Fernandez-Fein,
and Scher, 1994; Boykin, 1984), but it is a matter of the values that families choose to incorporate into their daily
lives. (Baumann & Thomas, .1997; McClain & Baumann, 1996; Shockiey, Michalove, & Allen, 1995; Spiegel,
1991; Taylor & Dorsey-Gaines, 1988).

In a study of African-American families and their children in a northern city, for example, Shields, Gordon,
and Dupree (1983) found differences in the values placed on reading in the homes, differences in the literacy practices
and differences in the. general attitude toward reading. They concluded that when race and socioeconomic status are
accounted for, parent practices made the most important contribution to their children’s reading mastery.

Baumann and Thomas (1997), in a study of a low-income African-American family in a small southern
city, found that the parent’s literacy practices and positive attitudes about education in general made the difference in
the level of competency in literacy. the children were able to achieve.. While the Thomas.household consisted of a
single mother and her three daughters, the literacy practices that Deborah, the mother, learmed and chose to
incorporate into her family’s daily life made a tremendous difference in the reading achievement of her Xoung
daughter during second grade.

In an ethnographic study of inner-city, poor families, Taylor and Dorsey-Gaines.(1988) sought to find out
what helped the children from these families defy the odds and succeed in reading. Although each family had many
obstacles to overcome, they highly valued literacy and put forth the effort to make sure that their children became
literate. Many of their literacy practices emulated those of their children’s schools. These families used literacy in a
variety. of ways, for a variety of audiences, and in numerous situations as they. attempted to survive in a world that
demanded proficiency in the use of print. These families were creative and used what they had in the way of interest,

attention, and sharing of knowledge to help develop their children’s literacy.
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While we know that students who come from families whose home circumstances place them at risk of not
succeeding in reading often face difficulties in defying the odds of succeeding (Neuman, & Gallagher, 1994; Purcell-
Gates, 1995), we know that many at risk students succeed in reading (Clark, 1983; Goldenberg, 1989; Heath, 1983;
Irvine, 1991; Shields, Gordon, & Dupree, 1983). The root of what makes an at risk student successful in reading
has yet to be fully explored. There are no detailed examples of the nature of the support for reading that families
provide, particularly for middle level students.

Theoretical Framework

We know that economically disadvantaged and minority families value education, that they support their
children’s literacy efforts, that they view literacy as a tool for daily living, and that they view achievement in
education as a means to better their lives. What we do not know is what underlies or forms the foundation of their
value system and motivates the parents as individuals to strive for more in terms of literacy for their families.

The question guiding this study was: What can we learn from economically disadvantaged families whose
children are successful readers? As.I contemplated possible responses to this question, I was.reminded of my own
experiences as a reader, a student, a teacher, and an achiever. I thought about what may have been the driving force
behind what I had been able to accomplish throughout my life. I thought about the hopes, dreams, goals, and
aspirations that my family held for me as I grew up with more disadvantages than advantages. And I thought about
what had been the outcome of all those goals. After much contemplation, I was able to articulate what‘had_hap?ened
in my life, and possibly in those of others, and generaté a theoretical construct: progressive optimism®©.
Progressive optimism is an attitude of hope that change in circumstances, particularly social status, can and will be
made through hard and diligent work. Progressive optimism evokes an expectancy and spirit of achievement and
Success. -

In literacy related issues, progressive optimism fuels another construct called high literacy press©. High
literacy press consists of all the efforts families choose to put forth in supporting and nurturing literacy devélopment
in their children. The term press was borrowed from two different sources, both expressing the same general
connotation. First, the term press was used in the New Testament of the King James Version of the Bible. The

author of the Book of Luke talks about pressing in or “pressing toward the mark.” In some churches, this pressing
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in has been interpreted to mean that all actions, energy, and efforts are focused on one goal and that there is a push to
achieve that goal.

The term press has also been used in basketball. Full court press has been used to characterize a team effort
in pursuing the basketball. In a full court press, the five players on the basketball court are united in thought,
efforts, and goals. They want the ball and they press toward getting the ball from the players of the opposing team.
The intensity of the full court press often makes the difference in who wins or loses a game.

High literacy press is fueled by an attitude of progressive optimism and encompasses all of the literacy
related activities families choose to incorporate into their daily lives. Families with a high literacy press involve
their children in reading, writing, speaking, and listening activities years before they enter the halls of academic
institutions. These families have identified their values and set their sights on literacy as a goal for their families.
They believe that their efforts, activities, and progressive optimism will lead to success in literacy for their
offspring. Parents then undertake activities that support and cultivate literacy. These families press in toward
literacy (Chall, et al. 1990; Durkin, 1984; Hartle-Schutte, 1993; Snow et al., 1993; Taylor & Dorsey-Gaines,
1988;). A literacy press is based on a general attitude of progressive optimism with respect to time, attention,
sensitivity, and resources invested in literate activities.

Families with a high literacy press help their children by incorporating literate activities into their daily
lives (Auerbach, 1995). Children in these families soon realize that becoming literate is an important part of their
own personal growth and achievement and that through partaking of these activities, they find meaning in their own
lives. For children in these families, becoming literate is not a process that is confined to the walls of an
educational institution. It is an important part of their everyday lives and in all that they do. A high literacy press
moves and motivates the children to want to succeed in their efforts to become literate.  Children can and will
achieve literate success regardless of race, social class, marital status of the head of the household, socioeconomic
status, or even cultural differences.

Progressive optimism and high literacy press were my “hunches” (Alvermann, O’Brien, & Dillon, 1996) or
“little theories” (Wolcott, 1992) as I proceeded with this inquiry as to what may have helped children of
economically disadvantaged families succeed in reading. They. were the constructs and labels that I assigned to my

own real life experiences. In this study, I sought to find out from the families that I interviewed whether the
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constructs of progressive optimism and high literacy press helped explain why their children became successful
readers. Using a phenomenological lens, the perspectives of parents and children were critical to understanding the
literacy successes of children from low-income families.

Purpose of the Study

This study sought to identify and understand the home and family lives of these individual families and the
characteristics that have helped their children become successful readers. For the purposes of this study, student
success in reading was defined as having achieved grade level or better performance on informal reading measures
administered by the teacher, and economically disadvantaged was defined as having qualified to be a recipient of free
or reduced lunch.

Methodology

A qualitative research approach (Patton 1990) was employed in conducting this investigation to answer my
primary research question. Because the nature of qyalitative.research methods provides flexibility while examining
meaning in context (Merriam, 1988), diversity in family experiences and the dynamics of family life can be explored
without a disruption in the ways in which families create and maintain their own realities.. This study. was designed
to examine the events holistically, looking at the components in order to better understand the whole (Merriam,
1988), The individual and collective phenomenological life experiences of family members can be investigated
through the use of qualitative methods (Hycner, 1985).

Phenomenology was the theoretical perspective that formed the foundation for this study.. Studying the
lived experience is the goal of phenomenology (van Manen, 1990). Phenomenology involves uncovering and
describing the essence of the structures of situations as people live them. Families create and share their own
meanings for their lives. To be consistent with this theoretical perspective, a phenomenological data analysis
method adapted from Hycner’s procedures for analyzing interview data was used in this study (Hycner, 1985)._ A case
study design (Merriam, 1988) was used to complement the phenomenological framework because case studies are
detailed and, according to Merriam (p. 16), provide a “holistic description and analysis of a single entity,

phenomenon, or social unit.” The unit of analysis in this study was the family.
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Context of the Study

The study was conducted in Amity, a small Southern city where a major state university is located. The
Drew County School District serves Amity. Participants for the study came from Harding Avenue and Indiana Street
Schools. These schools were chosen for this study because they have consistently shown some of the lowest test
scores in the district on the Iowa Test of Basic Skills (Hoover, Hieronymus, Frisbie, & Dunbar, 1993). Harding
Avenue School had the lowest reading and mathematics test scores in both third and fifth grades in the district for the
1995-96 school year. The test scores for Indiana Street School for that same year were the third lowest out of the 13
elementary schools in the district.

ing Avenue School

The Harding Avenue community is located in the northern part of the town and is largely African American.
The community is made up of poor and working class families, many of whom work in local factories and poultry
plants or have menial jobs at the university. Many of the families live in duplex apartments, subsidized housing
projects, or mobile homes. The families and children deal with poverty, child abuse and neglect, drug and alcohol
abuse, crime, abandonment, teenage pregnancies, and broken homes.

Harding Avenue Elementary School is located in this community. Children are bused from other areas in
the northern part of the town to.the school._ The racial make-up.of the school is approximately 72% African
American, 24% European American, and 1% Hispanic American. Harding Avenue School was recently cited as one
of the schools in the district that did not comply with the district’s plan to facially balance school populations. The
school population remains predominantly African-American and impoverished. Eighty-two percent of the children
Pecei-vefm&opreduced.@nch.

Indiana Street School

Indiana Street School is located in the western part of the county in an upper-middle-class neighborhood.
Enrollment at the school is approximately 300. The racial make up of Indiana Street School is 60% African
American, 34% European American, and 19% other minority populations, including Hispanic Americans, Asian
Americans, and Native Americans. About 60% of the children receive free or reduced lunch. Because of the district’s
attendance plan, many of the students who attend Indiana Street School are bused from other parts of the county from

neighborhoods in which they too encounter much of what goes on in the Harding Avenue community. The
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participants in this study live in neighborhoods called Allendale and Oxford Valley. Many of the children live in
subdivisions near commercial areas where the racial make-up of the neighborhoods is mixed. Problems of abuse and
neglect as well as drug trafficking plague these neighborhoods also.

Participants

Participants were six fifth-grade students at Harding Avenue and Indiana Street Elementary Schools and their
several reasons. First, by the time students reach the fifth grade, their reading competency is stabilized. Second,
fifth-grade students are generally mature enough to answer questions about their reading experiences. If students have
demonstrated a certain degree of success in reading by fifth grade, then there is a likelihood of long-term success in
reading, Finally, fifth grade is also the end of a student’s elementary school career. It is the recommendation of the
fifth-grade classroom teacher that determines the student’s academic placement for middle school.

The Children

Using criterion sampling (Patton, 1990), teachers at Harding Avenue and Indiana Street Elementary Schools
were asked to identify those students who were both (a) successful readers (instructional reading level at or above
grade level placement) according to recent scores on the Informal Reading Inventory (IRI) (Burns & Roe, 1993); and
(b) economically disadvantaged (students who qualified for or received reduced or free lunch). Drew County teachers
had recently begun to use the IRI (Burns & Roe, 1993) to assess the reading levels of the students. Students
achieving an instructional reading level of grade five or higher on the IRI were included in the potential participant
pool.

Twelve students from both schools met both the reading achievement and economic criteria. Six students
and their parents or caregivers agreed to participate in the study. All students were 11 years old. Four were female
and two were male and came from a variety of social and cultural backgrounds.. Three students each came from Ms.
James’ and Ms. Harding’s classrooms. All of the families were African American. The teachers were able t0
identify the students who qualified to receive free or reduced lunches based on information gained from the previous

year.
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The Families

The families who participated in this study differed in significant ways. While all were poor and African
American, each family’s story was unique. For the purposes of this paper, the following section provides a brief
overview of two families whose cases will be explored.

The Coleman family. Ms. Coleman and her daughter, Lisa, also lived in the Allendale community. Ms.
Coleman was a single parent and she did not work. She had a disability and as a result received a Supplemental
Security Income check each month. She had an older daughter who lived in a housing project with her own baby.
This family also experienced the tragic loss of a son. Several years ago, Ms. Coleman’s then six-year-old son
drowned in a lake at a park.

The Colemans had no telephone or car. Lisa made telephone calls when necessary from neighbors’
telephones when they were at home and agreeable to let her use their phones. Lisa also made arrangements for her
and her mother to get transportation to places like the grocery store, Wal-Mart, and school programs held at night.
Handling bills and food stamps were also Lisa’s responsibility. Lisa’s teacher believed that she scored so highly on
her reading inventory because she handled all of the printed matter for the family.

The Bryant and Johngon families, Drecus Johnson lived with the Bryant family in foster care. He had lived
with the Bryant family for three years, after having been in several foster homes and having lived with his maternal
grandmother. His parents had been substance abusers. His father died when he was in second grade, and his mother
was serving a sentence in a county jail for drug-related crimes during the course of this study.

Drecus had a history of emotional problems stemming from all of the changes in his life as well as a
personal tragedy. He spent time daily in the behavior disorder class at his school. While the focus had been on his
behavior, his teacher reported that he was a good reader. Fifth grade had been a good experience for him.

Data Sources and Collection Procedures

The data collected in this study came from several different sources. The primary data source was interviews
with the student participarits and one of their parents or caregivers. A second data source was field notes which
included comments on interactions with school personnel. My research journal that I kept throughout the study was

a.third and final data source.
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Interviews

Two interviews were conducted with each student and with each parent or caregiver. The bulk of the
interview data was collected during the first interview with each participant. Second interviews were for clarification,
elaboration, corroboration, and extension of data obtained from the first interviews. Students were interviewed first
and parent interviews followed so that the parents did not have the opportunity to discuss the content of any of the
questions with the children before they were interviewed.

The student ;'nterﬁews, Interviews with the students focused on the students’ experiences leaming to read.
These interviews lasted 15 to 30 minutes depending on the level of detail children provided and their articulateness.

Working from an interview guide (see Appendix A) during the interview, I asked students a set of 17
questions that enabled me to gain insight into the nature of their reading growth and development as nurtured and
supported in their home environments. These questions were designed to address my elaborated research questions,
which inquired about the activities, persons, and values that may have influenced these preadolescents’ development
as readers. Following the questions, students were invited to add anything they wished about themselves as readers
or about their families and reading.

The student interviews were audio recarded and later transcribed. After reading and studying these
transcripts, I determined which questions from the first interviews required extension or elaboration and which
questions I had failed to ask them entirely. I then created an interview guide for the second student interviews that
included four questions I asked of each child along with child-speciﬁc questions (se¢ Appendix A).

Data saturation per child was reached during the second interview.. Most of the responses.that the students
gave during the second interview duplicated those given during the first interview. When I asked for clarification on
some of the questions, I was given the same answers.

At the end of the second interview, I conducted a member check ( Lincoln & Guba, 1985), askipg_ students
to read the transcripts of the first interview. I told them that I wanted to make sure I got everything right. As they
read the transcripts, they remarked that the text was verbatim. One student said, “Gah-lee, you even got the ‘ems’
and ‘uhs’ in there. How’d you do that?”

The parents interviews, With one exception, parent interviews, which were conducted in their homes. The

first parent interviews lasted 30 to 45 minutes. I began by explaining to them the purpose of my study. I also told

11
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them that I had already interviewed their children at school. Because I had not yet met five of the six parents, I spent
time just getting to know them by chatting and asking questions that would give me a glimpse into their lives. I
also used that time helping them become comfortable with me in their homes.

Using a 10-item interview guide parallel to the student interviews (See Appendix B), I asked parents to
describe the types of things they and other family members had done at home with their children to encourage and
support their interests and success in reading. The questions were designed to elicit responses that would answer my
three specific questions about the persons, values, and activities that helped shape the reading development of these
students.

Parent interviews were audio recorded and later transcribed. After reviewing these transcripts, I.determined
that I needed responses to questions that would uncover the essence of what learning to read had been like for each
child who participated in the study and what it was like having such a child in the home.. I also wanted parents to
discuss ways in which they had helped their children with reading and to offer suggestions for other parents. I then
created a second interview guide for the parents (See Appendix B).

Field notes

I took field notes during all interviews. These complemented the audio tapes of the first interviews and
served as the source of my written reconstruction for the second interviews which were not audiotaped. As
participants responded to my questions, I wrote notes about what they said, often including quotes. I also wrote
information about interviewees’ appearance, their body language, and how they interacted with those who came and
went during the interview. I described the participant in as much detail as possible. Notes v;fere also made about the
home and how the participant and other famin members present for the interview interacted. Comments from
teachers, teacher aides, and administrators became part of my field notes as they shared their knowledge of the
students with me.

Research Journal

I kept a journal as I reflected and responded to the actions and events that took place. Notes were generally
written immediately after the interview was completed. At other times, notes were made while driving down the
street, in church, at the baseball park, or while in unrelated meetings. Once the notes were written, I reread them and

made memos about the interview in terms of what happened, how the interview went, and what I thought I needed to
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do differently. It was in my journal that I wrote about my feelings toward the families and what was going on. 1
also made notes about how I thought the study was progressing and the changes'I would need to make as the study
unfolded. Diagrams of what I thought were emerging themes and how they were interrelated were included in my
journal. These sources served as sources of information as I began data analysis.

Data Analysis

Data analysis began with the first student interview and has continued throughout the course of this study.
Because the theoretical perspective for conducting this investigation was phenomenology, a phenomenological data
analysis method was used. Hycner’s (1985) method of analyzing phenomenological interview data was used as a
guide for data analysis. This method allows for the continued delineation of data throughout the analysis process.

Data analysis occurred in three phases. Phase I procedures consisted of within-case analyses of the data for
each family and the identification of emerging themes. A cross-case analysis occurred in Phase II in which
similarities and differences in themes for the families were examined. Phase III consisted of an audit of the analyses.
What follows are the steps that I chose to incorporate in my data analysis procedures.

First, case folders that included all data gathered on each family were assembled. All data sources were then
read and reread looking for consistencies in what each individual reported about the child’s success in reading. Data
were annotated and bracketed according to which specific question was addressed. Next, narratives were written about
each family. These narratives served as examples of what van Manen (1990) called “practical theorizing.”
Preliminary themes were then mined (van Manen, 1990; Kvale, 1996) from the narratives. Finally, I returned to the
data sources to substantiate, triangulate, and corroborate themes. Themes that could not be substantiated by the data
set were eliminated.

Phase II analysis involved cross-case analysis. and consisted of four steps. . These steps involved two
subphases: (a) cases were examined for common themes, which led to the creation of theme categories that described
the literacy experiences, acts, and values that generalized across several families. (b) Themes were examined again to
identify family patterns which characterized the ways low-income, African-American families supported their
children’s literacy developient. Finally, I returned to the data to substantiate, triangulate, and corroborate the

categories and patterns.
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Phase I of the analysis process involved and audit to evaluate the trustworthiness of the data (Lincoln &
Guba, 1985). The auditor was a doctoral candidate who was trained in qualitative research methods. Using questions
adapted from Schwandt and Halpern (1988), the auditor was asked to verify emerging themes for two families during
Phase II. The auditor was given four focus questions to use as he reviewed the cases: (a) Can the themes identified
for each family be traced back to the data? (b) Were all the data sources used in developing the themes? (c) Was
there a triangulation of data sources? (d) Are the interpretations consistent with the data for each family?

The auditor was provided with the case folders for these families, which included all of the data sources for
cach family, and asked to evaluate whether the themeés I had constructed could be found in the data. The auditor
concluded that there was indeed evidence in the data for the themes that had emerged.

Results

This section describes what we can learn from economically disadvantaged families whose children are
successful readers. For the purposes of this paper, the stories of two families are presented. Background information
is given as well as the themes that emerged for the family. These families were chosen because of the extreme
adverse conditions that the children and parents/caregivers had to work to overcome in order for the child to become a
successful reader.

The Bryant/Johnson Family

Background. Drecus Johnson had been in foster care for several years. He had been with the Bryant family
for three years. It seemed to have been a good and stable environment for him. Mrs. Bryant was a seamstress at a
local men’s garment factory. She was also an ordained minister and co-pastor at a local pentecostal church. Mr.
Bryant owned a plumbing business that kept him busy and away from home. Drecus qualified to participate in this
study because as a ward of the state, he did receive free lunch at school.

Carol Brooks and Josh Johnson were his natural parents. He had four siblings. The children had all been
in and out of foster care because of the problems their mother had experienced with drug abuse. According to his
maternal grandmother, Rose Brooks, his mother would leave the five children alone in their home for weeks at a
time without adequate provisions trying to satisfy her own need for drugs. During the course of this study, Carol

Brooks was incarcerated in a neighboring county jail for drug-related crimes.
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Mr. Johnson had also been a substance abuser. He was an alcoholic and had died of liver disease when
Drecus was in second grade. He had often come up from Florida to visit his son and bring him gifts. His death had
been a tragic loss for Drecus. Mrs. Brooks reported that Drecus and his dad had been “crazy” about each other.

During one of the times when his mother had abandoned the children, his grandmother had come to Amity
fora vacation. It was during that visit that she found out how her grandchildren were living. She then decided to
stay in Amity and try to take care of her grandchildren. Because of the neglect and abuse that the children had lived
with, they were filled with anger and fought each other constantly. Drecus had even cursed his grandmother. That
was the last straw for her. Three of the children were placed in foster care. Drecus was placed in several foster
homes before he ended up at the Bryant’s home. While staying at one foster home, he was physically abused on the
vacated school grounds where he played without adult supervision. Later, he was removed from that home.

Drecus spent an hour a day in the behavior disorder classroom at school as an emotionally disturbed student.
Over the years, he had a lot of problems at school. He found it difficult coping both in and outside of the classroom.
He had shown a vast improvement this year in his behavior and demeanor. He had calmed down and according to his
teacher did not seem to have nearly as many problems as in past years. In explaining why he had changed to a
teaching assistant, he said, “I'm saved.” He was referring to the fact that he had recently become a Christian.

Although he had been with the Bryant family for three years, his grandmother became a key informant in
retrospectively discussing his literacy development. Mrs. Brooks worked the night shift as a registered nurse at a
local hospital. She had gone back to school in the 1980°s and become a registered nurse. She lived in a mobile
home in the Harding Avenue community. Working class families lived in the trailer community, but recently a lot
of drug trafficking had taken place.

Based on the information reviewed in the within-case analysis for the Bryant/Johnson family, several

themes emerged.

Drecus was a successful reader in spite of the many obstacles he had to overcome in his young life. His family
situation did not dictate what his academic outcome would be. While. not having a traditional home environment, he
had been able to find a way to become successful in school. His grandmother had served as a great resource in

helping him learn to read. She worked to help him become successful while dealing with all sorts of tragedies
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(mother’s. abandonment and drug habits, father’s death, personal abuse) that were going on in his life. Though
difficult and frustrating for both of them, she was able to help him focus on the one thing that he could change, and
that was his reading ability. She met him at his point of need and equipped him with a tool that he could use to
better his own life. Mrs. Brooks put it this way:

He would cry. He would try to duck it. He’d get angry. And what you just sit. him down and try to get to
him. It takes a while. There was all these things that was going on in his life. 1t’s hard to pin somebody
down. It was hard though. It.was one of the roughest things I ever do, trying to help. somebody.

Drecus admitted that learning to read was difficult for him. He said, “It was hard at first, but I kept on reading and
got better.”

Mrs. Brooks was the one

who made the difference in reading for Drecus. She loved reading as a child and even said it was her world when
growing up. She said reading was important to everybody and that a person could learn about other people, cultures,
and governments through the pleasures gained from reading books. She continued reading for pleasure as an adult,
Her values for reading ran deep. She said, “Reading is very important to my family. Always has been. Always will
be.”

Mrs. Brooks started Drecus out reading what she called “simple little picture books”. She would record him
reading and play it back to him over and over until he read it with some rhythm to it. She explained it this way.

He likes to watch t.v. And he get mad at me when I cut the t.v. off. I say, ok, it’s time to get to know the
books. Because I've got books in the closet. Tusedtoread alot. And he get mad. I guess that’s why
he was looking at the spot on the wall when I was trying to read to him and trying to get him interested in
books. He wanted to waich t.v. I would get little books, simple books for him to read to me. I’d turn my
tape on. I’d let him read. And then I'd let him listen to it. And I’d have to correct him. (I’d say)... Is it
because you don’t know the words ...or what? He’d get all frustrated and crying and stuff. So we’d do it
again. Over and over and over until it would sound like it had some rhythm to it when he read.

In spite of everything that was going on in this child’s life, his grandmother pressed in toward literacy with and for
him.

Drecus’s values for reading were similar to those of his grandmother’s. During his interviews, he talked
about how he kept on trying to read and “got better and better.” He also showed how he felt about reading and valued
it when he said, “It (reading) opened up a new world for me. Like some. people say, you can go around the world in

one book.” Drecus also talked about how he could do more in life because he was a good reader and about how life
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was more interesting because of his reading. He found pleasure in reading magazines and by thumbing through
certain mail order catalogs. He said he preferred reading over going outside and riding his bicycle.

Drecus also saw a practical side to reading. He believed that knowing how to read was essential for
completing every. day tasks such as reading signs and knowing how to manage your own personal affairs.. In talking
about what he can do because he is a good reader, he said:

Drecus: You.can do more in life if you know how to read.

Author: Like what?

Drecas: IU's. more interesting to be able to read. Be a very good reader. Because you can find out more

information like in a dictionary or something. If I was not able to read, um, it wouldn’t be fun because

you.wouldn’t be able.to read magazines, find directions very easily, have to.ask a lot of times, and you’d
have to ask people what words are, or ask somebody to read you words in a dictionary.

Drecus valued having time and a quiet environment for reading._He said that. was what had helped him most
in his present home environment. He expressed a desire to have someone read with him now on a regular basis
because. he said that a person “could help with a lot of words cause all words you can’t sound out.” A person is the
actual resource that he would like to have to help him make even more gains in reading.

During the first interview, Drecus. talked about how his parents helped him with reading. It was during the
second interview that he opened up and admitted that his grandmother had helped him “a whole bunch” with reading.
He then retold the same story about having had.to read into a tape recorder over and over. He even remembered the
title of the children’s book that he had to read over and over on the tape. It was 100 Pails of Water. He said that
his grandmother had also provided him with other resources such as magazines, other children’s books, and trips to

the library.

achievement, Although Mrs. Brooks acknowledged the fact that Drecus was greatly preoccupied with thoughts about
all of the stuff t