Write Your Life Story

***Dawn’s Story

The Day | Cracked the Code: A Turning Point Theme
Terry Northcutt

***Dawn is a fictional person | created to write themes and stories to provide
examples of concepts and elements of the writing craft. Because | discuss
aspects of this story in the article How to Incorporate the Factual and
Emotional Truth in your Themes and Stories, it will be helpful to read the
story before reading the article.

Third grade. Five or six children sitting in a circle in wooden chairs with
metal legs all holding the same basal reader. The teacher, ash blonde hair
curving across her forehead and then pulled into a bun in the back, asked
each child to read a paragraph or two. It was my turn. I don’t remember the
beginning words of the sentence, but I do remember that I stopped at a word,
a very long word. Thirteen letters, letters I could rattle off by name, but that

had no meaning to me as a single word. And so, I stopped. I looked to the

teacher to provide the answer.

“Sound it out,” she said.



“Sound it out?” I asked. I didn’t know what she wanted me to do. I looked at
the word. I was blank. She persisted with her instruction, I continued to stare

at the word.

In first grade, I had difficulty learning to read. At that time, the theory was
to provide children with a “Whole Word” approach to reading, best
represented by the Dick and Jane series of readers. This approach involved
a limited vocabulary for each “story” and memorization of whole words that

were repeated in a single sentence and across sentences:
“Go, go, go,

Come, spot.

Come and go.

Jump, jump.

Jump up, spot.

Jump up.”

Because the text had no comprehensible story that could provide me with
context related to the words, all I saw on the page was a jumble of letters.
Those letters had no relationship to words. And so, I struggled to learn to

read.



In second grade, I was placed in a second/third grade combination
classroom. This class was even more difficult for me. I had not mastered first
grade skills and the work seemed to be at a third-grade level. I was a sensitive
child. I did not like being in trouble with adults. So, one day unable to do my
classwork, I burst into tears. I sobbed so hard I was ushered to the principal’s

office. My class was changed to one with only second graders.

At the end of that year, my family moved to a small rural town. Because
the school was small and rural there were only fifteen children in my third-
grade class. My teacher, Mrs. Doyle of the ash blonde hair and the bun filled
in the many gaps in my academic skills. So, on the day I sat in the wooden
chair staring at that thirteen-letter word, one more time she said, “Sound it

out.” I don’t know what else she said, but something clicked:
“Ex, Ex,” I said

“Extra.” It made sense it was a word I had heard. But there were still eight

letters to make into a whole word.
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I plowed on: “Extraor,” “Extraor,” “Extraordi,” “nary,” “Extraordinary,”

“Extraordinary.”

For the first time I understood that words had letters and those letters

when combined had certain sounds. It was a formula, an algorithm, a key to



unlock any word. This was my “Aha” moment, the moment that ensured I
could succeed in fourth and fifth grade when we moved to Bethesda,
Maryland where there were thirty children in the class, many academically
advanced. Neither of my parents had completed high school. Both working
full time, they had little time to help with my school work. I was on my own
in this demanding school unless teachers provided me with the academic
skills and tools I would need to succeed. And the teachers at this school did
just that. By the end of fifth grade, I had acquired an amazing set of skills and
tools: note taking, outlining, writing reports, making oral presentations,
keeping notebooks, problem-solving, planning, and studying from notes and
textbooks. These gifted teachers had given me the foundation I would need
to succeed from sixth grade through college. The rest was simply hard work

and practice.



