PREFACE

The origin of this book lies in an experience which I had
when I began to teach in junior high school nineteen years
ago.

My eighth-grade class had an excellent reader full of
literary gems, one of which was Henry Wadsworth Longfel-
low’s Evangeline. I looked forward to glorious days of lead-
ing young people into the many byways of good literature.
Consequently, I was shocked to find that the students refused
to tackle the poem. They argued that the vocabulary was
so far beyond them that they would have to use the dictio-
nary all the time.

The poverty of their language was appalling! They had
been reading digests and simplifications. They had had no
meaningful contact with the beauty of great writing. They
wanted to read poems like Evangeline, but they were also
practical. I bad to admit that in the struggle for comprehen-
sion much of the grace and beauty would be lost.

The English of great literature was a foreign language to
them. What to do about this problem?

We devised a plan: four boys volunteered to look up the
words needed for the daily assignment in reading, each one
responsible for one fourth of the list. We called these boys
Dictionary Dicks.

I read the poem aloud while the class silently followed
the text in their readers. When a word was not understood,
it was asked for by a raised hand, and the boy who had
that word on his list supplied the meaning.

Each day, as the poem unfolded, the enjoyment of the
reading increased. I shall never forget the emotion of this
class when I read the end of Evangeline. It was a memorable
experience for all. Of course they wanted more of the
same. But I refused. I assured them that their enjoyment
would have been many times greater if they had done the
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