
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 This is Zippy. If you've read most of this section, then you might not be surprised to find that I'm more 
interested in the motivation a child has to read than in the method in which reading is taught. When I search 
myself long and hard, I ask why a child who has loving parents, good food, warm clothes, a healthy play life, 
and parents and adults who read to her would ever want to learn to read for herself? What's in it for her? In 
other words, what's missing? What drives her, other than a bunch of adults saying, "you'll want to know this 
as an adult?" To me, that's a wimpy answer. 
 On the other hand, given motivation, I believe almost any teaching method (including none) will lead 
to reading. 
 There is extensive research about the fact that every healthy child effortlessly picks up language, 
usually by the age of two. Reading is not the same. It is a task of immense cognitive load, with few visible 
landmarks between ignorance and mastery. Without some externally driven motivation, almost no one on 
the planet will spontaneously develop the reading skill. In contrast, the gift of oral language erupts in every 
child almost without exception. You can't even stop it from happening. What's the difference? 
 I've been sitting with this for over year. To be sure, throughout the fall and winter we laid the 
groundwork for reading and writing in many of the common ways teachers have done for years. Then in 
January, based on a suggestion I got from a mentor, I introduced Zippy. 
 Zippy is a fairy that lives outside in a cool rock. She has a little mailbox, and she writes to us as often 
as we write to her, which is a lot (the notes below are just a few of the notes I’ve collected from the kids). I 
won't go into the greater details of her story, which is shockingly in-depth at this point, but suffice to say she 
has sparked the kids' imaginations. At first, the kids needed even the most elementary help to read her 
notes, or write back. Two weeks ago, the note at the top right of this page was read by my students without 
any help. If you look closely, you will see that several of those words have irregular pronunciations, indicating 
that the kids had the patience to try out the "normal" sounds, decide that they didn't make sense in context, 
and persevere. Today, all my students are reading mid-level first grade material. 
 I don’t mean to suggest that we’ve mastered anything. My students’ skills are modest, as they should 
be considering how much time we spend outside. All I mean to say is that my exploration of motivation has 
been fruitful. I don’t think the kids would have written or read as much on their own without Zippy, and I 
would not have forced them. The foundation we’ve laid, which 
has been accompanied almost entirely by a feeling of wellbeing 
and excitement, will allow them to explore the world of reading, I 
believe, at a pace that suits them. If we’re lucky, it will not 
outpace their interest, which can lead to exhaustion and 
frustration. It’s a thin line. How do we give our kids enough to 
evoke their natural curiosity, but not too much to quench their 
fire? This is my task, my curriculum. I am in no rush. 


