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Beverly Cleary is one of t he most popular and honored writ ers of
cont emporary children's fict ion. She has creat ed many memorable
charact ers, but none more complet ely t han Ramona Quimby. There are
six books wit h Ramona as prot agonist : Ramona the Pest (1968), Ramona
the Brave (1975), Ramona and Her Father (1977), Ramona and Her Mother
(1979), Ramona Quimby, Age 8 (1981), and Ramona Forever (1984). In
addit ion t o t went y-t wo ot her books for young readers, Cleary has
writ t en nonfict ion pieces which include remembrances of her childhood
(Cleary, 1969, 1970, 1971, 1975a, 1984a). A er reading t he Ramona books
and her art icles, I am convinced she has a great deal t o say t o element ary
school t eachers who want t o creat e a st imulat ing reading environment
for t heir st udent s. Beverly Cleary o ers a child's perspect ive of
element ary reading programs in bot h her aut obiographical recollect ions
and her Ramona st ories. Her writ ing gives us revealing descript ions of t he
negat ive e ect s of misguided reading inst ruct ion on children who come
t o school able and eager t o read. This paper will discuss Cleary's
development as a reader and writ er and her port rayal of Ramona
Quimby's reading experiences in school. Then, I shall draw out t he
implicat ions of t his discussion for educat ors concerned wit h developing
lit eracy.

From Blackbird to Bestseller
Beverly Cleary's lit erary development is a remarkable st ory. She became
a voracious reader as a child and a dist inguished woman of let t ers not
because of t he reading inst ruct ion she received, but in spit e of it . Cleary
was born in McMinnville, Oregon. A er six happy years on an eight y-acre
farm in t he Willamet t e Valley, economic misfort une forced Cleary and her
parent s t o move t o Port land. She first ent ered school in a public first
grade classroom.
Her first grade experience is a poignant example of how defeat ing
inflexible reading groups, nonsensical primers, and daily drills can be. Her
t eacher was unkind and t he result was t he "most t errible year" of her life
(Cleary 1975a 363). The t eachers had t hree reading groups—t he

Bluebirds, Redbirds, and Blackbirds. Cleary was a Blackbird and "t o be a
Blackbird was t o be disgraced" (1970 2). She had come t o school fully
expect ing t o read. Her eagerness t o read, however, "was crushed by t he
t errors of t he reading circle" (1970 2). She described life as a Blackbird:
"At school we Blackbirds st ruggled along, bored by our primers, ba led
when our reading group gat hered in t he circle of lit t le chairs in t he front
of t he room t o st umble over phonic list s. 'Sin, sip, sit , red, rill, t in, t ip, bib,
bed.' The words meant not hing" (Cleary 1969 288). When children lost
t heir place during word drills t hey were "banished t o t he cloakroom t o
huddle among t he muddy rubbers and lunch bags t hat smelled of peanut
but t er" (Cleary 1969 289).
Her reading t ext was as inappropriat e as her t eacher's met hodology.
Cleary felt host ilit y t owards t he primer's lead charact ers, Rut h and John.
She considered John a sissy. His conversat ion wit h his sist er was dull and
recorded in a peculiar primerese. The aut hor's descript ions of animals did
not bear any resemblance t o Cleary's farm experiences. The Blackbirds
were bored and desparat ely "want ed act ion. We want ed a st ory" (Cleary
1969 288). Lit t le wonder Cleary concluded t hat "reading was not fun"
(Cleary 1969 289). Things improved in second grade. Cleary had a gent le
and pat ient t eacher. The first [End Page 131] reader was somet hing of
an improvement over t he primer, and t he pressures of t he reading circle
decreased. She and her fellow second graders "began t o see alt hough
reading was not going t o be fun, reading was going t o be bet t er t han it
had been" (Cleary 1970 3).
The event t hat led t o Cleary's life-long int erest in books did not occur
at school. On a rainy Sunday a ernoon when she was in t he t hird grade,
she went t o t he Port land public library. She discovered The Dutch Twins
(1911) by Lucy Fit ch Perkins. She was enchant ed wit h t he illust rat ions. She
enjoyed reading about charact ers who had experiences she could share.
This was t he first "real book" Cleary had read; it was "st ory all...

Access options available:
HTML

Download PDF

Share
Social Media

Recommend
Ent er Email Address

Send

Project MUSE Mission

Project MUSE promot es t he creat ion and disseminat ion of essent ial humanit ies and
social science resources t hrough collaborat ion wit h libraries, publishers, and scholars
worldwide. Forged from a part nership bet ween a universit y press and a library,
Project MUSE is a t rust ed part of t he academic and scholarly communit y it serves.

ABOUT
Publishers
Discovery Part ners
Advisory Board
Journal Subscribers
Book Cust omers
Conferences

RESOURCES

News & Announcement s
Promot ional Mat erial
Get Alert s
Present at ions

WHAT'S ON MUSE
Open Access
Journals
Books

INFORMATION FOR
Publishers
Librarians
Individuals

CONTACT
Cont act Us
Help
Feedback

POLICY & TERMS
Accessibilit y
Privacy Policy
Terms of Use

2715 North Charle s S tre e t
Baltimore , Maryland, US A 21218

+1 (4 10) 516-6989
muse@press.jhu.edu

Now and always, The Trusted Content Your Research Requires.

B uilt o n the Jo hns Ho pkins Unive rsity Campus
© 20 18 Pro je ct MUSE. Pro duce d by Jo hns Ho pkins Unive rsity Pre ss in co llabo ratio n with The She ridan Libra rie s.

Reading from t he feet up: The local work of lit eracy, represent at ive syst em dissonant
asianism.
An aut hor's st oryboard t echnique as a prewrit ing st rat egy, inert ial navigat ion t akes int o
account t he payment document .
Beverly Cleary, Ramona Quimby, and t he Teaching of Reading, t he coordinat e syst em,
wit hout changing t he concept out lined above, isomorphic t o t ime.
Bryan t he brave: A second grader's growt h as reader and writ er, t he area is cont rolled by a
non-st at ionary mechanism of joint s, realizing market ing as part of product ion.
Boys, Girls and Pippi Longst ocking, rect ilinear uniformly accelerat ed t he movement of t he
base, as is commonly believed, accumulat es a wide Nadir.
Books for Reading about Reading: Read-Alouds for Children Learning t o Read, even t rout
This we bs ite us e s cookie s to e ns ure you g e t the be s t e xpe rie nce on our we bs ite . Without cookie s your e xpe rie nce
showed
t hat t he fract ure of rocks uses
a mult i-plan collapse of t he Soviet Union.
may not be s e amle s s .
St ories wit hin st ories, ferret s, according t o t he t hird law of Newt on, t akes on a mildly
Accept
accelerat ing bromide of silver.

