
An Analogy:  The Carrot and the Book


As I was reading a goodnight story to my young daughter last night, I thought about how the beautiful picture book and the current controversy about reading in the United States are analogous to the delicious carrots growing in our garden.  

As an organic gardener, my husband has grown all of our vegetables for years.  My young daughter, Mari, has helped plant, weed, harvest and process the carrots and other vegetables since she was a baby.  She has always enjoyed eating carrots – raw sticks, cooked coins, shredded in breads and cakes, blended into cream soups, or fresh washed straight from the dirt.  She often takes carrot sticks on a road trip as a quick snack or munches on them as an after school snack.  Whole, unprocessed, organic carrots have always been a part of her diet and she has grown to love them.  We are thrilled that she enjoys this vegetable so much because we know that she is getting at least five essential vitamins and minerals she needs to grow into a healthy adult.


Our next-door neighbor, Mr. Smith, is an organic chemist.  He also believes in the goodness of carrots.  He wanted to make sure that his young son, Rob, received all of the vitamins and minerals a carrot offers, so when Rob was just a baby, Mr. Smith carefully isolated five of the essential elements of the carrot and measured their amounts with precision.  He extracted these vitamins and minerals and put the resulting compounds into an easy to swallow tablet that his son could take every morning.  Because his son did not actually eat the whole carrot, however, Mr. Smith had to make sure that his body was assimilating each of the elements in the proper proportions.  Therefore, he gave Rob a quick blood test once a week.  If the blood test showed that Rob was lacking in one of the essential elements, Mr. Smith simply increased the amount of this element in the daily tablet.  Of course, after the increased dosage of the element, Mr. Smith had to retest Rob to make sure he had acquired the lacking element.  After several of these tests, Rob grew to dread them.  Although the test only took a minute and gave Mr. Smith necessary information about Rob’s assimilation of the 5 essential elements of the carrot, they were unpleasant for young Rob.  Shortly, Rob began to despise carrots, because he viewed this benign vegetable as the cause of his discomfort. 


One day, our daughter went to play with Rob.  She brought her usual baggie of freshly sliced carrot sticks as a snack.  When she offered one to Rob, he screamed and thought she was crazy to be eating this scary vegetable.  He couldn’t understand why anyone would choose to eat a carrot for a snack!  After much cajoling, Mari finally convinced Rob to take a small bite of a crispy, juicy, sweet carrot stick.  Rob hesitantly tasted, then slowly bit off more of the carrot.  Surprisingly, he liked it!  He actually ate an entire carrot stick and asked for more.  Mr. Smith couldn’t believe it.  Rob enjoyed the carrot.  Mr. Smith was relieved that he would no longer have to isolate the essential elements or administer the regular blood tests.  Rob was sure to get all he needed from the whole, organic carrot.  


The word organic has several meanings.  In organic gardening practices, food is raised without chemical fertilizers or pesticides.  According to Webster’s dictionary, organic also means “having systematic coordination of parts” as in the ‘organic whole’.  This word applies to carrots in both of its meanings.  Raising vegetables without synthetic fertilizers or pesticides enhances their nutritional value just as the coordination of all the parts of the carrot proves superior to the isolation of those parts.


As with eating a whole carrot, teaching children to read through the use of whole literature provides an organic ‘systematic coordination of parts’.  However, teaching our children to read and love literature by presenting the 5 essential elements (phonemic awareness, phonics, vocabulary, comprehension, and fluency) in isolation is much like Rob’s father isolating the essential vitamins and minerals of the carrot. Of course, children need the essential vitamins and minerals found in carrots and other whole foods for healthy growth just as they must assimilate the five essential elements of reading as fluent readers.  The methods of acquiring these 5 essential elements, however, vary greatly.  Some intensive, systematic phonics programs try to isolate the 5 essential elements and teach them as separate, unconnected pieces of the reading puzzle, rather than an organic, systematic, coordinated whole.  Then teachers must administer the DIBELS test in regular intervals to determine if these 5 essential elements have been acquired just as Rob’s father administered regular blood tests.  Although it only takes a minute to ‘DIBEL’ a child, it is an unpleasant and often painful procedure for many children.  How many children now associate reading and books with these tests and the isolated activities designed to teach the ‘essential elements’?


Perhaps if we offer children authentic literature, real stories, picture books, magazines, comics, and series books, they will naturally acquire the essential elements.  If a child struggles with one of the elements of reading instruction, the teacher can use literature, rather than isolated drills, to highlight and focus on difficult areas.  Phonemic awareness, phonics, vocabulary, comprehension, and fluency are not isolated skills that should be taught through drills or administered in disconnected daily doses.   Just as they get the best nutrition from whole foods like organic carrots, children learn language best by reading literature and whole books, rather than swallowing synthetic ‘pills’ of isolated drills.


