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Pre-kindergarten students at Caroline Elementary School were bouncing, singing and reading Wednesday with a guitar named Taylor and two guys named Cal and John.

The performers were Cal Walker, Cornell University's coordinator of outreach to the Ithaca City School District, and John Simon, a local musician.

The duo read and sang from books for about 35 children at Caroline as part of a new Family Reading Partnership program that hopes to show pre-kindergarten students that reading is fun.

“We want to make sure students have lots of early literacy experiences,” said Diana Levy, program leader for the district's pre-kindergarten program. “It's a way to make a link between home and school. The idea is that the same books that are being read and sung in school can also be read and sung at home.”

Simon and Walker sang and read from five books Wednesday. The district's pre-kindergarten teachers were given the books and a CD with Walker and Simon performing on it at the beginning of the school year.

Many of the 3- and 4-year-olds knew the words and sang along with duo. One book featured different vehicles and the sounds they make. All over the room smiling children made the zoom sounds of a plane and the rumble noise of a truck.

Alaine Troisi, Caroline's principal, smiled just as widely as the children while she watched Simon and Walker perform and interact with the students.

“It was wonderful,” she said.

Walker and Simon will perform at every pre-kindergarten program in the district.

“This hopefully shows the kids that reading can be a lot of fun and that adults read too,” Walker said. “We believe passionately that this is something foundational, and we want to encourage the kids to continue reading. The kids enjoy it, but guess what, we enjoy it, too.”

Simon agreed with Walker.

“It's a really fun collaboration,” he said. “I think there's something about two grown men going around working with kids and singing to them and reading to them that satisfies an element that's missing for some kids.”

Students on Wednesday gave Walker and Simon an enthusiastic round of applause after their performance.

“I thought it was absolutely wonderful,” said Kathleen Downes, a pre-kindergarten teacher at Caroline. “It was just so magical for my students to see the actual people they've been listening to on this CD for the last couple of weeks.”

The CD of Simon and Walker has helped students in Downes' class, for whom English is a second or third language, to better recognize words and associate them with images, Downes said.

Each pre-kindergarten student in the district will get a set of the books the two men perform and a copy of the CD. The books were sponsored by an anonymous donation to the Community Foundation of Tompkins County.

“The way the kids and families responded in Enfield (where the men performed on Nov. 6), I just feel sure that this is going to be a very successful project,” Levy said.

