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To Read For Pleasure

I never had expectations for higher education. My mother graduated high school and promptly 

worked until she had two children, and then kept working. My father had an eighth grade education and

dropped out of middle school. He was, technically speaking, illiterate. At the very least—he did not 

enjoy reading. As a girl, I couldn't tell the difference between being illiterate and being unable to read 

well enough to enjoy what you were reading.

To understand my perspective on higher education—I need only to describe my father. He had a

way with people; a skill you couldn't learn in any classroom. What he lacked in formal education, he 

made up over the years with bravado and charm. He had more people skills in a dimpled smile than I 

had, or would ever have, in my entire life. Eventually, he went on to earn his GED and a degree from a 

technical school to become an electrician. 

My father and I were always at odds; he enjoyed the outdoors and rural Montana life, and I 

preferred the companionship of a computer monitor. He read only what was necessary to function for 

life and for work, and could not understand a daughter who read Science Fiction and Fantasy books 

faster than she could check them out from the library.

Even with all of our differences, we had an understanding; I had one skill that he could never 

have. I had learned how to read for pleasure, and he could only ever read for necessity. My love of 

reading developed a love of writing. There was a moment in my life when I saw the benefit of higher 

education because of what my father did not have. 

I have a sort of stolen memory from my childhood. A moment where the edges of my 
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recollection are fuzzy from the passage of time, but the warmth it recalls is still lucid. I was young, 

somewhere on the precipice of elementary and middle school. A point in my life before my father 

became sick; when my memory of him was still strong, when he was still my big damn hero.

Our house was cold and filled with old memories and ghosts. Rifles, animal pelts and expensive

paintings lined the walls; a telltale sign of my father's influence. All glaring reminders that we had 

nothing in common. I often found myself fighting the urge to go to sleep when I was told. One night, I 

overheard my parents' voices drifting down the living room hallway. The way our house was built—

right at the end of the hall was an alcove, covered in VHS tapes like a book shelf. It offered the best 

hiding place in the house if you wanted to overhear conversations late at night.

I heard my mother's voice. Her words sounded oddly familiar. I pressed up against the movie 

shelf and craned my head around carefully to get a better look. This is where the details begin to get a 

little hazy. Sometimes, I remember my mother sitting on the couch, and my dad sitting on the floor 

leaning against her legs. Other times—which is more likely the true memory—they are sitting side by 

side on the same dusty blue couch. The living room was always dark, the window behind them was 

filled with the night sky. Far past my bed time, that much is still clear.

My mother held a few sheets of white computer paper that contrast with the darkness of the 

room. She was reading aloud. I knew the words because they were mine. It was a story I had written for

my fifth grade teacher. I may have left it proudly on the kitchen table. And now, it had made it in to the 

living room. In to the presence of my parents. My story, as poorly written as it was, still sounded like a 

dream to me at that exact moment.

It represented something that my father, with all his charisma and pride, could never have 

produced himself. My mother read the story to my father, who could not or would not, read it himself. 

It's safe to say that as I listened to my mother read, it may have been one of the proudest moments of 

my childhood. I stayed until the end and listened. My parents spoke briefly and softly, and may even 
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have known I was listening. If they did, they were kind enough to not break my illusion.

The educational system had failed my father when he left it. His life alone could not teach him 

the value of reading for pleasure or to write anything other than business paperwork. Even reading 

something as simple as his young daughter's writing was a difficult task for him.

I knew from that evening that I never wanted to feel what it felt to not be able to read. I never 

wanted to experience life where reading and writing were simply a means to an end. I knew that I could

never stop at an eighth grade education like my father. I never wanted to depend on someone else to 

read for me.

My perspective of higher education changed that night. I understood that even though my father

could not read as well as he wanted—it didn't mean he couldn't appreciate the writing of others. I 

wanted to be one of those others. I wanted to make my parents proud and to write stories—and I knew 

that meant that I'd need an education that went beyond the eighth grade and beyond high school. 

Beyond life as I knew it. I saw how far they went without a higher education and I knew they wanted 

more for me.

I wanted to live and breathe words that made my parents proud—to do that, I'd have to do 

something that made me proud.

Twenty years later I'm finally pursuing a degree in English and I keep the memory of that night 

close to my heart. I want to earn an honest degree in English and Creative Writing, something more 

than I can learn through life itself. I want to find the perfect balance of life and education that my father

and mother never quite found.


