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Foreword

by Jim Brozina (Alice’s dad)

One warm night in the summer of 1998 I returned from taking a friend and her daughter to a concert in Philadelphia to find my own daughter Alice hopping up and down in the driveway like a madwoman, waving her arms and screaming. Since it was nearly midnight, I thought that something terrible must have happened, so I stopped the car and jumped out. She was shouting, “What are you doing? Look at the time! Look at the time!” Then it struck me. I had completely forgotten about our reading streak! We went inside, grabbed our book, and started our night’s reading posthaste.

Months before, in an effort to stave off the end of my time reading aloud to Alice, fearing she might outgrow it, we had made a pact that I would read aloud to her every night. Never one to use small measures, Alice had boldly stated that our streak should last for one thousand nights. I was taken aback by this, since in the course of a thousand nights, I felt that something was bound to go wrong and that it would be a practical impossibility. However, as a parent and teacher, I felt that my role should be to encourage and not discourage the aspirations of children. Just the same, the idea of a thousand nights did make my head spin.

As this story will tell you, our streak went on for many nights after that. Through all sorts of turmoil and circumstance we persevered until at last the streak ended almost nine years later. Since Alice and I are both people who do not look for precedent in anything we do, it only seemed a little bit odd that we spent a part of each day reading together from the time she was nine until the summer of her eighteenth year.

To keep our streak alive, there were some days when our reading started at twelve midnight and some days when we began at an ungodly hour of the morning. There were many times when I had to wake her up from a sound sleep. There were times when she (cautiously) had to awaken me. Neither of us ever complained about these circumstances. We were committed to doing this, and we were not going to allow any sort of inconvenience to stand in our way. Nothing that lasts has been accomplished without effort. The things that we are most proud of took quite a lot to achieve.

After our readings I would often ask Alice about her day and what was going on in her life. This became a natural way for us to keep in touch.

Largely, our readings came from the books that were delivered to my school through the three book fairs that I was able to hold for the students each year in my position as a school librarian. From each fair I would bring home a collection of titles that the two of us would mull over, reading sections from each until we had hit on the group of books that would serve our purpose.

Once started, a reading streak can be a hard thing to stop. The only thing that stopped us was when she moved away from home almost nine years after we began.

If you want to start your own reading streak, you should begin by taking your child to your local public library, where the two of you can look through the stacks for books that would fit your reading desires. When either of you find something, show it to the other. Let your child overrule your choices if he or she chooses, but be hesitant about rejecting those your child is excited about. Remember, this is being done by you but for him or her.

When you have accumulated as many books as will serve your purpose for now, check them out and take them home. Your child will be hopping with excitement as he or she anticipates the many good nights of reading ahead. As time goes along, you will both begin to identify favorite authors and series. Some of these you will want to return to again and again. You may consider purchasing the most popular from your local bookstore or through the many booksellers online. These treasures can be passed on from generation to generation. What greater gift to your descendants yet unborn than the love of books and reading?

My love of reading aloud began when I was very young. My mother, who did not have use of a car during the day as my father took it to work, would walk my brother and me to the local library (a distance of a mile and a half each way), where we were each allowed to check out two books. One was to be read on our own; the other she would read to us.

If you have been read to as a child, you are much more likely to read to your own children when they come along. Create a family tradition that can be passed on.

The greatest gift you can bestow upon your children is your time and undivided attention. As the years advance, you may reflect upon your life and see that in some areas, you have regrets about what you took to be a priority. No one will ever say, no matter how good a parent he or she was, “I think I spent too much time with my children when they were young.”

Children are not easily fooled. They can tell where a parent’s priorities are. When my wife left me I did not seek out companionship for more than six years. I wanted the girls to be absolutely sure that I would be there for them. If one parent moves out and the other is out on the town each night, where does that leave them? I guess they would have to think “Mom’s got her new man, Dad has his new girl, but who has us?”

In 1985, the Commission on Reading, funded by the U.S. Department of Education, declared, “The single most important activity for building the knowledge required for eventual success in reading is reading aloud to children.” Both reading in school and at home were encouraged. The conclusion the panel reached was, “It is a practice that should continue throughout the grades.”

As I recall my own years as a student there was only one teacher who read aloud to us, and that was when I was a senior in high school. Mr. Frank Duffy read to us, with great relish, the play Macbeth by William Shakespeare. At the time the other students and I thought that he was goofing off and that he must be too lazy to really teach us anything. A couple of weeks into his reading we could hardly wait to hear what happened next. Everyone sat leaning over in his or her chair to catch every word. If any of the other students started talking while Mr. Duffy was reading, they were quickly told to be quiet and identified as real fools.

The end result of his taking time to read to us instead of having us read it to ourselves was that I have retained a lifetime interest in Shakespeare’s works. What good would it have done if Mr. Duffy had taught this in the usual fashion so that when finished we would hope never to hear the name William Shakespeare again?



I doubt that Alice will tell you this in her story, but she was one of only three (out of over three hundred) students in her eighth-grade class to score “advanced proficient” in the reading section of her state test. At the time our reading streak was more than four years along. She had the highest PSAT in her class when she was in the eleventh grade. At that time our streak was in its seventh year. And she won two first-place awards in national writing competitions while a senior in high school, by which time we had been reading more than eight years without a miss.

All this has certainly not made Alice a dull girl. I think in everyone’s life there is an incident that defines them, that shows their character and what they are made of. I never made or wanted Alice to take a job while in school; I think those days should be reserved for learning and having fun. There is plenty of time for the workaday world in the years to come, and I made enough through my work at the schools to provide what was necessary for both of us. Alice was free to do as she pleased in her spare time. She took it upon herself to write a play called Tiny and organized other talented teens to help her put this play on at one of my schools during summer vacation.

Other than providing the money she would need for costumes and incidentals, I had no role in this except as the adult in attendance. For her players she used students from my school who had volunteered to take part in her production. These students ranged from the second to the fifth grade. None had ever taken part in an adventure such as this. My school has always had a poverty rate of 88 percent or above. She could have chosen the more affluent school that she had attended as a child, which was located near our home, but it was her purpose to bring this sort of activity to children who had never experienced such things before.

Over forty students returned permission slips, which were very specific about what would be required of the actors as far as rehearsal times and dates. Less than half of her potential thespians attended the first rehearsal. The one who had shown the most potential in tryouts quit when she found that she had not been given the female lead. It was all downhill from there.

At play practice attendance was rarely more than half the players who were scripted for parts that day, and those who came often arrived late. Her patience was sorely tested as key players would stop attending rehearsals for days at a time with no notice or reason. Her script had to be redone again and again as she dropped roles or combined them to meet the number of players she could count on being at practice. Those who had dropped out would sometimes return after a week and want their parts back.

I was heartsick at watching what was going on and what stress Alice was forced to work under to make this play a reality. Never once did Alice lose her temper or give way to despair. I hated to bring the subject of the play up with her in our spare time as I did not want my trepidations to overly influence her. I truly think that what she went through would have tested the patience of a saint and broken a man stronger than Ahab, but day after day Alice would regroup herself and refocus upon what could still be done instead of what had been lost.

The conclusion was a play that would have done a high school theater department proud. And she did another play the following year to similar results. Caring, confidence, and optimism define her. I have never known her to commit a mean-spirited act or to even think of putting herself ahead of others.

Before I had any children I used to say, “When they come along I will not speak to them until they are sixteen, and then I will tell them to get a job.” Holding them in my arms made me rethink that idea. I have discovered very little in life that I am adept at doing. I cannot fix your car, repair your roof, or even drive a nail straight. However, I have given everything I have to being a father, and I happily stand back to see the results.

If a child sees something in a parent that that child aspires to, he or she will copy that parent and be content. If children feel that a parent is living a life that shows compassion and understanding, patience and love, that child will not have to reach a stage of rebellion against that parent. Why rebel against someone who has listened to you and wants to help you fulfill your dreams? A parent who has proven time and again that the growth and happiness of his or her children is priority number one does not have to worry about where those children are heading in life. They will be sensitive and productive members of society for as long as they live.

This story is by and about one such girl.
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