
#14
The Spelling Tests

As my classmates waited nervously to take our first spelling test, I remained calm. Why such confidence? For me, unlike my peers, this was not the first spelling test I had taken, yet instead came after taking many tests; tests that had been given to me from the time I was very young. These were the spelling tests created by Pa. 

  
While many children visited their grandparent’s homes and returned to school, sharing memories of fun had, my visits to Norgulf Road were somewhat different. Yes, I returned home with exciting stories to share but my grandfather, Pa, made sure preparation for school was practiced as often as hugs and kisses. Pa, the wise son of poor Italian immigrants, knew the value of academics and decided to take the matter of my education into his own hands. 


Pa, sitting comfortably in his chair, began with the daily newspaper. Eyes darting from article to article, he selected the proper words. Across the room, I found a scrap of paper and a pencil, and labeled the paper 1-10. With my name, written in my neatest handwriting, gracing the top of my soon-to-be spelling test, I nervously prepared to hear the words—recited first on their own, and then within the context of a clever sentence. 

“Your first word is zink,” Pa recited from behind his newspaper. “Put your dirty dishes in the zink.” Mind blank, I asked Pa to repeat the word. As Pa once again recited the word, a rush of uncertainty overcame me as I listened to its sounds. I knew what the zink was. I always put my dirty dishes there. But, what about the /s/ sound? Methodically, I wrote my first word; 

Z-I-N-K. 

 Completing the list of words, I felt sure I deciphered each through Pa’s thick, Italian accent. As we approached the final word, I knew that this could be my first perfect spelling test! “Doulder,” Pa exclaimed, “Your mother is my doulder.” I had no idea how to spell doulder. I listened again, relying heavily on Pa as he recited my final word. D-O-U-L-D-E-R, spelling the word to myself. That must be right! 

I gasped with anticipation, passing my test to Pa. As his pen began marking my beloved test, I moved closer, hoping to have a peek at my score. Letting out a sigh, Pa handed the test back. “Girl,” he said, “you must listen carefully. You are missing sounds in your words.” Atop my paper, I saw my grade, a 70%. Disappointed, I crossed the room, finding solace on the worn sofa. Staring at the test, I studied the changes Pa made. I would do better next time. I would.   

Sitting in class, awaiting our first spelling test, I labeled my paper 1-10, including my name, in my neatest handwriting, on top. Maybe this test would receive a first perfect score. Maybe not. I did not worry though. There would always be another spelling test waiting for me on Norgulf Road.
