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The older I get, the harder it 
is to leave the house past 8 
p.m. Even with the best in-

tentions to have some fun after 
a long workday, once I’m in the 
comfort of my own home, I start 

making excuses. 
But on Monday 

evening — con-
trary to what 
every bone in my 
body was saying 
— I rallied with 
my family to see 
the fireworks. 

As we drove 
through cam-
pus toward the 
dike, I could see 
them lining the 
roadways, em-
bankments and 
hillsides. The 
spectators gath-
ered in clusters 

of families and friends, await-
ing the upcoming show.

Very few occasions draw so 
many people outdoors to watch 
the evening’s last light fade. 
But there we all were, piled 
onto blankets or sitting in 
chairs, as impatient as we felt 
the first time we saw fireworks 
first blast in the sky. 

Some kids played with spar-
klers, a tasty little teaser their 
parents had brought to keep 
them occupied until the main 
event. Seeing the awe on their 
faces as they waved sparks 
through the air was nearly as 
fulfilling as the grand finale.

As the first flare rose into the 
sky, a hush fell over the crowd, 
followed by “oohs” and “ahhs.” 
No matter their age, everyone 
was equally mesmerized by 
the spectacle. And the bright, 
brilliant lights reflected off 
the lake to offer us two shows. 
It was the best BOGO in town, 
especially since it was free. 

Of course, we all had our 
favorites. Mine resembled a 
waterfall of light slowly flow-
ing down from the sky. My 
daughter preferred this one, 
too — however, her description 
differed. She said it looked 
more like a giant weeping 
willow tree. Either way, it was 
picturesque.

With equal parts dread and 
delight, we all anticipated the 
grand finale — looking forward 
to the peak, but not wanting the 
moment to end.

As the last flicker faded, the 
crowd cheered. Knowing what 
time my alarm clock would 
wake me in the morning, I 
quickly corralled my family 
and we were some of the first 
ones to flee down the hill back 
to the parking lot. 

Once we reached the bottom, 
we looked up at the dike and 
saw multitudes of silhouettes 
and tiny white lights floating 
down the hillside like a mass 
exodus moving through the 
night. 

Despite all our differences, 
we’d all gathered under the 
light of the moon to share in 
one unified experience. Perhaps 
that’s what fireworks on the 
Fourth are all about. 
 
STEPHANIE JADRNICEK is an 
award-winning columnist and feature 
writer. She may be reached at stephanie@
upstatetoday.com.
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SENECA — Little ones at 
Early Head Start in Seneca 
will leave the program with 
an extra book to read over the 
summer.

Once again, BabyRead is 
giving board books to the 32 
children at Early Head Start. 
The practice is becoming a 
tradition for this nonprof-
it, which gave books to the 
program last summer and last 
Christmas.

BabyRead is a nonprofit ear-
ly literacy outreach program 
in Oconee County. Volunteers 
have been reading to mothers 
and their babies, age 2 and 
younger, in school and town 
libraries throughout Walhal-
la, Seneca, West Union and 
Westminster.

The reading sessions take 
place at least twice each 
month for one hour, and the 
mothers are given a free book 
at each meeting, as well as a 
free snack for the child.

Program director Caren von 
Hippel said BabyRead volun-
teers read to young children 
because research has shown 
that the brain grows more 
between 1 and 18 months than 
between 18 months and 18 
years.

“Too many children in 
Oconee County come to school 
never having seen a book.  
They do not know which way 
to hold a book or that the 
words under the pictures 
describe the pictures,” von 
Hippel said. “Their vocab-
ulary is much more limited 
than children who have been 
read to. This can often lead 
to a poor outcome in school. 

BabyRead is changing that.”
When BabyRead started 

several years ago, it had eight 
volunteers and five families. 
Now, more than 20 families 
are involved in the program 
and more than 40 volunteers 
donate time to the program.

Von Hippel said many of the 
children in Early Head Start, 
as well as other children in 
Oconee County, have few 
books in their homes. Baby-
Read encourages mothers and 
other caretakers to read and 
sing nursery rhymes and use 
finger plays with their little 
ones.  

“Social interaction — listen-
ing to whatever your children 
is saying at whatever age and 
then responding — is critical 
to brain development,” she 
said. “Listening comprehen-
sion comes before reading 
comprehension. Children at 
the earliest age learn a tre-
mendous amount by hearing 
their parents talk, read and 
sing to them.”

Von Hippel said children 
who come to school having 
never seen a book are at a 
tremendous disadvantage that 
is difficult for the schools to 

overcome, and that if there 
are no, or few, books in a 
small child’s home and no one 
is reading to a child regularly, 
the child will be at a substan-
tial disadvantage when they 
enter public school.

Teachers have told von Hip-
pel that it’s extremely difficult 
for children to catch up when 
they start school so far behind 
their peers. So BabyRead’s vol-
unteers are trying to change 
that.  

In spring 2016, some Baby- 
Read volunteers started 
visiting Early Head Start 
and reading to the babies and 
toddlers. Early Head Start is a 
federally funded day care pro-
gram for children, ages birth 
to 3 years, from low-income 
families.   

Early Head Start consists 
of four classrooms of eight 
children each — an infant 
room, a 1-year-old room and 
two rooms of 2-  to 3-year-olds. 
A few volunteers visit the 
program regularly and von 
Hippel hopes more folks will 
soon follow suit. 

Each reader receives ample 
training through videotapes 
and field experience before 

heading out for their first solo 
reading. Von Hippel said the 
program needs more volun-
teers — especially bilingual 
readers.

“We are always looking for 
volunteer readers,” she said. 

BabyRead’s criteria for eli-
gibility contains only four re-
quirements: the baby must be 
1 to 18 months old, the family 
must live in Oconee County, 
the family must not have 
many books in their home and 
the family must be interested 
in learning good practices for 
reading daily to their baby.

The program does have one 
exception. It doesn’t exclude 
families with a child older 
than 18 months if the family 
shows interest.

Von Hippel said BabyRead 
hopes to expand its campaign 
to raise awareness in the com-
munity about the importance 
of reading to children from 
birth.  

“It is a myth that even 
though babies don’t under-
stand language you shouldn’t 
read to them. Babies love 
to hear the sounds of their 
moms’ and dads’ voices,” she 
said. “Even though a baby 
doesn’t yet understand what 
you read, you increase the 
child’s inventory of phonetic 
sounds through your soothing 
voice and your intonation. 
They also hear the grammar 
and rhythm of their native 
language. Later, as babies 
understand the words spoken 
and read to them, their vocab-
ulary expands.”

For more information, call 
(864) 944-7881 or email baby-
read@charter.net.
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Above, Nicolás Hilario Garcia is one of the many children who have benefited from BabyRead and its volunteers such as Dolly John-
son. Below, 32 children at Early Head Start in Seneca are taking home something extra this summer — a brand-new board book. 

BabyRead donates more 
books to Early Head Start


