Read-Along Songs: A Terrific Resource for the Little Ones
by Rich Steinacher

I have been heard to say that every reading specialist looks forward to going out of business-- the day that his or her job becomes obsolete. You may also have heard me say that, if there is any organization that can make that happen, it is the Family Reading Partnership.   The most recent evidence of its innovative, entrepreneurial pursuit of a vision for creating a culture of literacy is evident in Read-Along Songs. It is a project I am becoming quite familiar with, both as a reading specialist and as a grandpa. 

Margaret and I just returned from a week with three grandsons (4½, 22 months, and 9 months), exhausted but exhilarated. In our luggage for these little guys was a copy of Read-Along Songs that features a CD with Ithaca troubadour and educator, John Simon and storyteller extraordinaire, Cal Walker, and six beautiful children’s books: Over in the Meadow, We All Go Traveling By, Miss Mary Mack, Hush Little Baby, A, You’re Adorable, and The Itsy Bitsy Spider. Cal reads a story, and then John sings it on the CD.  Cal’s readings are lush, warm interpretations of the stories, and John’s songs are bright and catchy. 

Read-Along Songs have been a huge hit with 500 children and families served by TCA Head Start, Even Start, ICSD Pre-K and Franziska Racker Centers who have received their own sets to enjoy at home and in the classroom, thanks to an anonymous donor through the Community Foundation of Tompkins County. Now with the support of IPEI, all kindergarten and first grades in ICSD will also have classroom sets. In addition to the books and CDs, John and Cal have brought these books to life with performances across the county, including schools, Kids’ Book Fest and Wegmans.

The impact of Read-Along Songs in the classroom and at home has been described as “stunning” and “astounding”, with all children benefiting, especially children with special needs. With all of these rave reviews, we figured this package couldn’t help but be a hit with our little guys. 
 
On our visit, I had planned to go through all six of the stories and songs with the boys, but couldn’t get past We all Go Traveling By! Connor (4) and Brody (22 months) were so captivated by the song, the pictures, and especially by the neat sounds that each vehicle makes (“The yellow school bus goes beep, beep, beep; The bright red truck goes rumble, rumble, rumble . . .”) that they would select that book every time, just to sing the song and make the noises. Brody’s favorite was the big white “airp’ane,” as the US Navy’s North Island Air Station, a very busy airport, is only a few blocks from his home. Brody’s an early-riser, so each morning it would be “Book, Pop-pop?  Again?  Again?” Nine-month-old Colby was fascinated by the colors, but a little rough on the paper pages.  He’s still a cloth-and-board-book kid.   

We know that our little boys will explore the other books and songs in the package, by and by.  Indeed, we did Hush Little Baby before bed a few times, and Connor was warming up to Miss Mary Mack. And Brody immediately recognized Itsy Bitsy Spider from his music class. Finally, our daughter, Melissa called a few days ago with this nugget:  Connor was splashing in the bathtub when he overheard “Miss Mary Mack, Mack, Mack, all dressed in black, black, black” blaring from the stereo for Brody’s entertainment.  “Mom!” he shouted from the tub, “We have to read that book when I get out!”

 
This linkage of a colorful, high-quality children’s book, plus a lush, interpretive reading by Cal Walker, plus the catchy songs by John Simon provide a wonderful opportunity for an adult to spend some precious time with a youngster in the communal act of reading and singing.  Wow, it’s powerful!  Contact the Family Reading Partnership at 277-8602 if you want to make a donation and receive a Read-Along Songs set for someone you know and love, or just want to make a donation to support the cause.  Read-Along Songs will have appeal for babies up to grade two, not to mention parents, grandparents, and anyone else who spends quality time with kids.  
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