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The young boy was excited his first day of school. Now, he could finally learn to read! Ever since he had been tiny, he’d wanted to read. He'd watched Sesame Street and knew how to sing the alphabet song. He knew reading was going to be easy for him. He was really smart -- everyone said so.  � � His mother had tried to teach him how to write the letters of the alphabet, but he couldn't write them very well -- yet. That was all right. Now he was in school, and they would teach him to read and to write.  As he headed out the front door that first day of school, his mother called after him, “Onward and upward!”


He laughed and called back to her, “No limits!”  It was a joke between them.  It meant that he could do anything he set his mind to.  There were no limits for him!� �But somehow, that year the school didn't teach him how to read. It wasn't that the other children weren't learning to read. Lots of them were. But he wasn't.  





Toward the end of the year, he was sent to a special class where a reading teacher sat beside him and patiently went through the sounds of the letters. He got that part already. He knew what they sounded like. He just couldn't read them in the books. The reading teacher pulled out a book, and asked him to read. He couldn't. He was embarrassed.  No one wanted to read more than he did, but he didn't see how anyone could read. It was too hard.� � "Maybe he's just a little immature," the reading teacher said to his mother. "Let's give him the summer to grow up a bit. Then we'll see."� �Maybe I'm just dumb, thought the young boy, but he didn't say it out loud. He didn't really believe it -- yet.� �The next year he went to school on the first day, just a little worried. He hadn't been the only kid in his class who couldn't read last year. He wasn't alone -- yet.� �As the months went by, he watched as the other boys and girls, who couldn't read last year, started to catch on. Little by little, all of them seemed to have a moment where it "clicked," and they could read. He knew his "click" would come. It had to. Didn't it?� �The reading teacher was patient. She did all kinds of testing. She gave him a page of words to learn. His mother went over and over the page with him. In no time, he had it memorized. Maybe he could actually learn to read this year! He felt better about himself.� �But then, one day his Mom started pointing to the words on the list out of order. He didn't know them that way. He had memorized them in order. He knew one of the words was "that" because he had spilled a drop of chocolate milk on that part of the page. Sometimes the word by the milk drop looked like hat. Sometimes it looked like t at. Sometimes it looked like tha, but the�drop of chocolate milk didn't change. He could read the word that as long as it was on that piece of paper.�


Mom seemed upset. "You're not paying attention," she snapped. "Sit up straight. You know these words. We've been over them a million times. Just try a little harder."� �He was trying hard -- really hard. He was trying so hard his eyes felt like they were burning. He rubbed the inside corners of his eyes.�


"I think we'd better get your eyes tested," his mother said. "Maybe you need glasses." She hugged him and told him she loved him. He knew she loved him now, but what if he didn't need glasses? What if his eyes weren’t the problem? What if he never learned to read? Would she still love him if he never learned to read -- if she found out that he wasn't as smart as everyone had always said he was? Would she still love him then?�


"There's nothing wrong with his eyes," the eye doctor announced at the end of the exam. "They're perfectly healthy."� �"Then why can't he read?" his mother asked.� �"His eyes are healthy," the doctor said again and held the door open for them to leave. The young boy knew what the doctor was really saying. "The reason your son can't read is that he is just plain dumb."� �The young boy didn't say much on the way home. Neither did his mother. He knew what she was thinking. She didn't have to say it out loud.� �The next day he overheard his mother talking to his reading teacher. "The doctor said there's nothing wrong with his eyes." She sounded sad and disappointed -- in him.� �"Maybe you need to take him to an eye specialist, an ophthalmologist" the reading teacher said.� �The ophthalmologist finished the exam, looked at him, and then at his mother and said, "There's nothing wrong with his eyes." He didn't add, "Your son is just dumb." But the young boy knew that was what he meant.� �That summer his mother worked with him. She bought a special reading program they'd heard about on the radio. Still, at the end of the summer, he faced another school year, unable to read.� �"Mom, I think I've figured out something," he told her the night before the first day of that school year. "In this world there are two kinds of people -- people who can read, and people who can't read.  I'm just one of those people who can't read."� �His mother put her arms around him. "That's not true," she said. "We'll figure this out. One day, you'll be able to read. We’ll figure this thing out.” She smiled and added,  “Onward and upward!”�


“No limits,” he said unconvincingly.  He wasn’t at all sure he believed it anymore, but he wanted to.  He didn't want to disappoint her again this year. He'd work harder than he ever had before!�


The first day of school, the teacher took him aside. "I've made an appointment for you with the new reading specialist." 


That’s just great, he thought.  His new teacher already knew he couldn't read.  "Okay," he said out loud. He wanted to cry, but he was much too old to cry -- much too old to cry, and he still couldn't read.  He took a seat in the last row of desks. Maybe if he sat there no one would notice him.� �That year there was a new reading specialist at the school.  She did some more testing. She knew he'd been through it all before. Why did she even bother? When all the testing was finished, she met with him and his mother. "I've been looking over your son's records. I know you've been to two eye doctors, but I think the problem is his eyes -- his perception," she said. "Have you considered taking him to a behavioral optometrist?"� �Why didn't she just say it? He was a big dummy! That's why he couldn't read! Wasn't that obvious to everyone? He stood up and yelled, "I HATE READING! IT’S STUPID! WHO WANTS TO READ ANYWAY!" He ran out the door, down the hall, and out to his mother’s car.


A few minutes later, his mother came out. "Honey, we're going to make an appointment to have your eyes checked by a behavioral optometrist. This could be the answer.” Then she added quietly, “Onward and upward, huh, son?”  He just stared at the car door.  He didn't say anything. What was the point?� �The new eye doctor was friendly. He joked around with the boy while he was doing the eye exam. It took a lot longer than the exams the other two doctors had done. "Look straight at the diamond," the doctor said. "When the left side of it goes away, lift up your left hand. When the right side of it goes away, lift up your right hand."  The boy did as he was told, lifting one arm, then the other, sometimes both at the same time.  When the eye exam was over, the doctor smiled. "Why don't you go with my assistant Jill. She'll do a few more tests with you in the therapy room. I want to talk to your mother for a minute."� �A nice woman guided him into another room with a bunch of colorful things he'd never seen before. There was a large wheel on a stand, and some eye glasses that looked like two pairs of glasses hooked together. Jill had him play a couple of games with her. He didn't see what this had to do with his eyesight or his reading, but he went along with it.� �In a few minutes, the doctor called him back into the examining room. The young boy took a deep breath. This was the part where the doctor was going to tell everyone what a big dummy he was.� �"Good news!" the doctor said smiling. "We know what's happening with your eyes, and we can get take care of it. You have what is called visual dyslexia. Your eyes aren't cooperating with each other now, but we can use some therapy techniques to make them work as a team. It will take a few months, but in the end, you'll win."� �What did he mean, he'd win? Did winning mean reading? The boy's mother was smiling. It was a real smile, not the smile she had when she had thanked the last two eye doctors for their time.� �The doctor explained that the boy would come in for therapy two or three days a week. As the boy listened, he slowly realized that what the doctor was saying was that the problem with his reading really was his eyes! It was his eyes! His EYES were the problem. HE wasn't the problem! Maybe he really wasn't dumb after all -- just maybe.� �On the ride home he sat silently for a while, then he said quietly, "You know, Mom, this is the first time in a really long time, that I have hope that one day I'll be able to read."� 


His mom's eyes teared up a little. "Me too, honey," she choked out. "Me too."�


Part II


The first day of therapy was exciting.  There were so many new things to learn, balance boards and spinning wheels to conquer, glasses with four lenses to look through -- all new, all interesting.  The boy just knew he’d be the best therapy student ever, because he wanted to read so badly!





The therapist gave him a ball on a string to take home and hang from the ceiling.  The ball was going to be part of the boy’s daily routine.  At first it was cool to concentrate really hard, following the ball back and forth. But after a few days, the boy began to think of the ball as a little dull.  And after a few weeks, the boy wanted to run every time his mother announced, “Time to do your eye exercises.”  





“Mom, can we just skip it today?” the boy begged one day.  “It’s so boring, and besides, I don’t think it does any good at all.”





“Rome wasn’t built in a day,” his mother said. It was a saying his mom said all the time.  She meant that some things take way more time than a young kid thinks he can stand.  





Then, one day, as the boy was sitting beside his mother, he noticed that the letters on the page weren’t jumping around or disappearing quite as much.  “Mom, the boy said hopefully, “Is this word, dog?”





“Yes,” said his mother who was making a mental grocery list at the time, “did you get that from the picture of the dog on the page?”





“Maybe,” said the boy.  Did he? Now he wasn’t sure.  “Yeah, probably.”





“Do we have enough milk?” asked his mother reaching for a notepad.





“I think we need some more,” said the boy, already deciding he must have guessed at the word.


After all, he couldn’t read. 





A few days later, as he sat eating his cereal and looking at the comics section of the newspaper, he pointed to a word and asked, “Does this say, letter?”





His mom stopped reading the front page of the newspaper long enough to look at the word and say, “Uh huh.”





“And does this word say, pen?” he asked trying not to hope too much.





“Uh huh,” she said again, still concentrating on the article she was reading.





“And what about this one?  Is it, send?” he asked quietly.





His mother, who only had a few minutes before she had to leave for work, said impatiently, “Honey, I’m trying to read.”





“So am I,” the boy said so quietly his mother almost didn’t hear him.





“What?” she asked, putting her coffee down and looking at her son.  “What did you say?”





Still not sure of himself, he said, “Mom, there is no picture for ‘send.’  I think I read it, and I think this word after it is off.  





His mother looked at where he was pointing.  “It does say send off,” she said.  “and you’re right, there is no picture for it.”  She looked at him for a moment, smiled, and said, “Buddy, you read those words.  You, my dear, can read!”





“I can’t read all of them, Mom.” He didn’t want to get her hopes up -- or his.





“You can’t read all of them yet, but you will one day.” She raised her eyebrows and smiled,  “Son, you know that therapy you’ve been so bored with lately...?”





“It’s working?” he finished her sentence.





She stood up and almost shouted,  “It’s working! You, my wonderful, bright, intelligent son, are reading words!”  She pushed back her chair and stood.  “This calls for a celebration.  How’s your schedule looking this weekend?  Think you can carve out a little time for a movie?”





“Mom,” he frowned, “I only read a few of words.  What if that’s all I can ever read?”





She bent over and held his face in her hands.  Her brown eyes were sparkling, “A couple of words is all I require for a celebration.”  Then she looked right into his eyes and asked, “Onward and upward?”





“We’ll see,” he said.  





“Okay,” she said seriously.  “That will do for now.”





After that, it seemed every week he made just a little progress.  Little by little, the letters on the pages started to make sense.  Little by little, he trusted his eyes to give him the right information.  Little by little, he stopped guessing at words and stopped searching the pictures to give him clues. Little by little, he was becoming a reader.





One day, the doctor called him out of the therapy area and into the examining room.  “Let’s check your progress,” he said.  “I believe we may be getting close to having this thing licked.”





The young boy took a deep breath and climbed up into the big chair with all the equipment attached to it.  He was used to the equipment by now, and knew the doctor wouldn’t do anything that would hurt him.  The doctor lowered his voice and directed the boy,  “All right now, I want you to concentrate really hard.  Look through that wall on the other side of the room, and tell me what is on the other side it?  Take your time.”





“You know I can’t see though walls,” the boy laughed.  He and the doctor had become friends over the weeks and months of therapy, and the boy almost didn’t want his therapy to be finished -- almost   





“No X-ray vision yet?” sighed the doctor pretending to be disappointed,  “Well, it’ll come one day, but since you can’t see through walls just yet,  let’s see what you can do.”  He adjusted the chair to the right height and started the exam.  When it was over, the doctor called the boy’s mother into the room.  “I hate to say this,” he began, “but with the exception of a week or two with the aperture rule to finish the process, I can’t find any reason why this boy would need therapy anymore.”





“A week or two?” asked the boy.  “That’s it?  I’m nearly done?”





“Some people take three weeks to finish the aperture rule, but yes, you are nearly done, young man,” smiled the doctor.





“Woo hoo!” his mom yelled, sticking both arms up in the air as though her son had just scored the winning field goal in a football game.  “When do we start on the aperture rule?”





“Right away,” the doctor said. “Today.”





“Lead me to it!” the boy declared.  I’m heading to the finish line!”





The aperture rule turned out to be harder than the boy thought it was going to be, but by now he was used to concentrating.  The end was in sight, and nothing was going to stop him.  In two weeks, he’d triumphed.  The doctor gave him a certificate that announced his graduation from therapy.  The boy and his mother hugged everyone in the office, including an old woman in the waiting room who had no idea what was going on, but was happy to join in the fun.





On the way home in the car, the boy jabbered away happily.  “I can’t believe it!  I graduated!  Did you ever think I would graduate, Mom?  Did you ever think I would read?”





His mother put on her blinker and pulled over to the side of the road.  She turned off the car’s engine and settled back into the seat.  “You want to know the truth, honey?” she asked seriously, not looking at her son.





The boy hesitated.  He wasn’t so sure he wanted to know the answer to his question, but after a moment he answered, “Yeah, I want to know.  Did you ever think I would read, Mom?  Did you ever think you would be proud of me?”





His mother turned in her seat and looked at him.  “There was a time when I wasn’t at all sure if you would ever read.”  She bit her lower lip then continued, “But if you had never managed to read a single word, I would still have been proud of you.  If you had never figured out a single sentence, I would still have loved you more than anyone has ever loved any child.  


	


“Son, reading is a wonderful skill, and I am thrilled that you are going to be a good reader, but reading has nothing to do with who you are -- and, son, you’re the best.  You do know I love you, don’t you?”





“Aw, Mom,” he rolled his eyes as though she was being silly, but secretly he was relieved, “I’ve known it for years.”





She laughed, then said, “Just making sure.” She turned to face the front of the car, put her hands on the steering wheel, and asked,  “What shall we do to celebrate?”





“How about buying me a motorized bike?” he joked.





His mom turned to look at him over the top of her glasses, “Let me think - no.  How about we agree on dinner at a great restaurant and a movie? Deal?”  She reached out her hand.





“It’s a deal,” he said, shaking her hand.  Then, as his mother started up the engine again, he added, “I’m proud of you too, Mom.”





“Thanks, son,” she mouthed, but no sound came out.   She turned on her blinker, but before she started to pull back onto the street, she added,  “Onward and upward?”





“That’s right, Mom, “he agreed. “No limits!” And for the first time in a very long time, he meant it.
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