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They have come to the Concordia Read i ng Conference from everywhere 

from all fi f ty states, even Hawaii and Alaska, from five Canadian Provinces, 

even up on t he Yukon , and from the Panama Canal Zone -- these teachers, 

counsellors, administrators and librarians concerned about children's 

reading. They have come, over 6,000 of them, for twenty-three years , and 

now a twenty-fourth, paying their own expenses most of the time and taking 

a week or more of thei r sumer vacation, because they have been concerned 

about children's reading. 

What has drawn them to Concordia College at Moorhead, Minnesota , all 

these years? Most of the credit must go to the cooperation of the world

renowned specialists in reading who have made up the faculty, who have taken 

time from a busy schedule, and who have come for a modest honorarium because 

they, too, have been concerned about children's readi ng . Along with them 

could be named a hundred or more classroom teachers who have aided the 

Conference year after year as discussion leaders because of their concern. 

It all started back in 1955 when school people were groping for answers 

to questions about "why Johnny can ' t read" and pushing those questions beyond 

the elementary school into the junior- senior high school. Perhaps the time 

was ripe for a stimulating reading experience beyond regular educat ion 

courses. The first Conference with i ts theme Discovering and Hel ping Poor 
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Readers was highlighted by Dr. Frances Triggs, Chainnan of the C01T111ittee on 

Diagnostic Reading Tests, Inc. Emphasis was placed on testing of students 

on all levels from kindergarten to college. Two hundred fifty educators 

came, convincing Dr. Walther Prausnitz, Conference Chainnan as well as 

English Department Chainnan, and me, Director of the Reading Service, tha t 

another Conference was a "must." That attendance convinced the Concordia 

administration, also, and we were on our way. 

Dr. Emmett Betts, known throughout the world for his Pennsylvania 

reading cl i nic, was our choice for the second Conference. And he came ' 

the meetings, now extended to five days. Head1ines on the front page of 

the Chicago Daily Tribune for Wednesday, June 20, 1956, read "Blames Poor 

Reading on Faulty Teaching." Dr. Betts attacked the "lack of practical 

experience on the part of professors who have the job of teaching teachers." 

Rebuttals came from all over. He was very "practical" for two days of the 

five in doing psychological testing with a non-reading fourth grader from 

a Moorhead school and in trying some teaching techniques to get the boy 

reading. It was a fascinating, tear-bringing educational experience for 

the audience -- a sort of breakthrough which teachers were seeking. Dr. 

Betts, of course, was back for a second year with another 300 educators in 

attendance, with more publicity for him and the college. 

The highlight of the week for the fourth year was Dr . Mary Austin, 

Professor in the Graduate School of Education, co-author of an outstanding 
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book on educational research, The Torchli ghters, and a person so greatly 

respected in the reading field that she soon was elected president of the 

International Reading Association. 

With the Conference successfully launched, the chairmanship passed 

from Dr. Prausnitz to me, where it has continued. Dr. Prausnitz became 

Conference Coordinator. Now the decision was made to organize the program 

with a different reading authority for each of the five days. Dr. Austin was 

back along with Minnesota's own Dr. Guy Bond. A banquet was added as a 

Thursday evening special, with Dr. Matilda Bailey as a speaker for three or 

four of the ensuing banquets. What beautiful stories we had from her 

what laughter and tears! 

Many schools in Minnesota were starting special reading programs around 

1960, and several of their supervisors or consultants were invited to head 

discussion groups which met three times during the five days of sessions. A 

Monday evening reception for registrants became part of the program. A 

student panel was added to the closing Friday session. And how those students 

aroused their audience, for unknowingly they pinpointed what speakers had 

been suggesting all week! 

May Hill Arbuthnot of children's literature fame was with us the next 

year for all of Thursday and stayed to hear Ed Fulker, a government reading 

specialist, at the banquet . Suddenly she looked out the window of the banquet 

room, and there, surprisingly on time, was her train at the depot below. She 

ran with her coat and ticket and I with her suitcase just fast enough so that 
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the brakeman grabbed her arm and hoisted her on with the .suitcase as the 

train was pulling out for Chicago where she was to speak the next morning. 

She was delightful! 

Dr. Bill Sheldon, Director of the Reading Ce~ter at Syracuse University 

came -- in fact, five or six times, a real favorite. He was an International 

Reading Association President, also. He did cause us some excitement, but 

like all of the speakers he was dependable. He missed a plane connection at 

ten o'cloc~ in Minneapolis one night when he was to speak at the Conference at 

nine o'clock the next morning. I was just leaving for the airport to meet 

him when his call came saying that he had already inquired about getting a private 

plane. I met him at midnight. I meet every late afternoon or evening plane 

which brings a speaker. How could I sleep not knowing whether or not the 

program was set for the next morning? 

All of these reading specialists seem to enjoy excellent health. We 

have had only two last minute cancellations. One came because of a death in 

the family of a speaker. Fortunately, Dr. Mildred Wittick, who had been a 

speaker for the previous day, was able to stay over. She had brought extra 

materials along and by staying up most of the night filled in with the same 

speech titles as the program had indicated. The other cancellation was 

really last-minute as Dr. Robert Carlson's five o'clock plane was delayed by 

a rain and wind storm. The banquet was at six-thirty. Who could we find 

locally who could get ready in an hour and a half? Dr. Prausnftz knew a 

librarian who had been giving some entertaining talks, and he obHgingly said 
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"yes." The banquet went on, and we were just eating our dessert when in 

walked Bob Carlson. Dick Waddington, the librarian, again obligingly -- really 

relieved __ gave up the speaker's place, and Bob Carlson gave his usual 

excellent talk. (Needless to say, we gave that obliging librarian a little 

honorarium, too.) 

Another repeater for us was Or. George Spache of the University of 

Florida at Gainesville and another International Reading Association 

President. He was always a stimulating person for the first day of the 

conference. He had always felt that his role as a speaker was to be provo

cative; that provocativeness kept discussion groups intensively discussing 

all week. 

There were many other famous reading authorities and one-time Inter

national Reading Association Presidents at the Conferences: Dr. Theodore 

Clymer, University of Minnesota; Dr. Nila B. Smith, New York University; 

Dr. Nancy Larrick, author and lecturer; Dr. Morton Batel, University of 

Pennsylvania; or. A. Sterl Artley, University of Missouri; Dr. Helen Huus, 

University of Missouri; or. Leo Fay, University of Indiana; Dr. Constance 

McCullough, California State University; Dr. William K. Durr, Michigan State 

University; and Dr. H. Alan Robinson, Hofstra University. There were I.R.A. 

ao.rd members, also: Dr. Helen K. Smith, University of Miami and Brother 

Leonard Courtney, st. Mary's College, friends of mine from days at the Uni

versity of Chicago. Dr. Alton Raygor and Dr. Robert Schreiner from the 

university of Minnesota should be mentioned, along with Dr. Margaret Early, 
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Syracuse University, a past president of the National Council of Teachers of 

English. 

As the years passed, one could note changes in the content of the subject 

matter of the program. Early Conferences seemed to emphasize diagnosis of 

reading difficulties and causes of failure. There was interest mainly in 

the gifted child and the slow child or the child especially handicapped in 

reading. In later Conferences the emphasis seemed to shift to correction of 

reading difficulties, to Reading!!. a Continuing Process (one program theme) 

in the regular classroom, to practical ideas for the'classroom teacher. Some 

of these changes came, of course, with the recognition by the schools of the 

necessity of bringing reading instruction into the junior-senior high schools. 

Attendance at the Conferences has held at about three hundred registrants 

year after year. Many of the people have been back five or six times. One 

is pleased to note the increasing number of young teachers in attendance now 

and the increasing number of junior-senior high school teachers since many 

of the schools have new programs. About one-third of the registrants are 

from secondary schools and the other two-thirds from elementary schools. 

The Conference is enhanced each year, also, by approximately one

hundred Canadian teachers who attend. They are always so enthusiastic, so 

dedicated. The American and Canadian teachers in the dormitories have 

enlightening discussions until the wee hours every night of the week. 

Canadian speakers have added to the programs, too: Dr. Marion Jenkinson, 

University of Alberta; Or. Edward Surrrners, University of British Columbia; 
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Dr. John Downing, University of Victoria; Dr. Frank Smith, Ontario Institute 

for Studies in Education. They have brought with them studies in comparative 

reading and in psycholinguistics. 

Exhibitors of current books and reading materials have added greatly to 

the value of the Conferences. For the last twenty years there have always 

been from twenty to thirty representatives in attendance. Exhibits are 

placed in the large halls of the building where the meetings are held so that 

registrants may visit them before and after meetings and during coffee breaks. 

They have liked the second day of the week as How-to-do-it sessions have 

been included in the program. Three times during that day the representatives 

who wish to show their books or materials or demonstrate their use are given 

opportunity to do so in various rooms on campus. Registrants are given free 

choice to attend where they desire. 

School visits have become a part of the program in the last five years, 

also. They are usually scheduled for the last half of the Friday morning 

session. Mr. John Jess, a junior high school English teacher who is in charge 

of the Moorhead Public Schools SUlll!ler Session, gives an infonnative talk 

explaining the sU11111er organization, and then two bus loads of elementary 

teachers and administrators go to visit two of the elementary schools where 

classes are being held. The high school teachers take a bus to Fargo South 

High where Nancy Jordheim, a reading teacher there and a Conference discussion 

leader, shows them the reading department and explains the program. ·· 

For the past eighteen years, one undergraduate credit in Reading Methods 
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has been available to teachers upon satisfactory completion of work assigned 

in conjunction with the Conference. For the past four years, two or three 

graduate credits have been available through the Department of Education 

at North Dakota State University. Teachers are required to submit a project 

in addition to attending the sessions during the week of the Conference. Dr. 

James Coomber of the Concordia Reading Service is in charge of the graduate 

work. 

Organizing and running a Conference is work, of course, but it is very 

rewarding work. The speakers and discussion leaders are surely getting the 

"reading word" out to a lot of people. The registrants are dedicated souls. 

The workers at the college in the food service, custodial servtce, and 

administration have cooperated wonderfully. And then, a Chainnan couldn't 

do it without the assistance of a Conference Coordinator; after Dr. Prausnitz 

there was Jeanine Moravec in the English Department, and when she left for the 

library, Sandra Johnson, the English Department secretary and a Concordia 

English graduate, took over. 

The Twenty-Fourth Annual Conference on Reading, June 12-16, 1978, with the 

theme Reading: How, !!!!.z'.., and What will follow the program fonnat of the past few 

years with additions as indicated previously. Speakers are emphasizing the 

areas of vocabulary, comprehension and rate. The Conference Faculty includes 

Brother Leonard Courtney, Dr. John Downing, Dr. Margaret Early ; and Dr. Helen 

K. Smith, all mentioned previously, and Dr. Walter MacGinitie, Columbia 

University, Immediate Past President of the International Reading Association. 
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Hul11Tll11Tl -- twenty-four years? Is it possible? And there will be a 

twenty-fifth'. Maybe we are making a long life record for a Reading 

Conference. 

4:30 

Patricia M. Fergus 
University of Minnesota 
Minneapolis, Minnesota 

For 

Five hours 

Thirty minutes 

Twenty-two seconds 

Prodded brains, 

Squeezed hearts, 

Twisted wills. 

Now 

Silence floods 

The tiny cubicle; 

Knotted nerves untied 

Slip away, 

Thoughts burdening, 

Spirits burgeoning. 
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PUT YOURSELF INTO THE POEM 

Jeannine Bohlmeyer 
Bethel College 
St. Paul, Minnesota 

That poetry is prose complicated by a lot of fancy decoration tacked 

on is a notion many students firmly hold. A college freshman course in 

literary forms beginning with a formalist critical approach convinces some 

students that a poem is as much form as content and that figurative language 

is not merely padding but has a basic unity and organization integral to and 

essential to the poem. But still some students remain skeptics, some loudly 

and overtly, some quietly playing along with the expected analyses but secretly 

doubtful. 

Adding the sociological approach to criticism sends some scurrying for 

background materials, believing that anything remotely connected to the author 

or the topic is legitimate filler for a theme. The concept that background 

is relevant only as it illumines the form and content of the poem is as 

difficult to present convincingly as the concept that form is meaningful in 

the first place. 

In the attempt to provide students with some tools for making their 

critical judgments instead of relying on borrowed critical opinion or 

resorting to the long-lamed assertion, "I know what I like," one kind of 

exercise has proved especially useful. Students read "An Elementary School 

Classroom in a Slum" by Stephen Spender. Class discussion -- using formalist 

and sociological criticism -- took note of the social conditions in England at 
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