LAS T IING

Menlo Park’s Jan and Carey Cook have taken a passion for words and
turned it into an extraordinary learning tool for children. Gentry reports.
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versations begin with that
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thar in “their day” school was
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volvernent, scholardy achicve-
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d  laced with long atrer-school
walllcs I'n-rhtl' Tames, Sadic
Hawking' Dav dances. hery debares, and devared communin

service. Have they simply forgotten the perils of performing
helow average, of missing deadlines! Have they mitigated the
threat of fierce competition, the anguish of sringent exams, or
15 1t tre thar school wsed o be a3 worthwhile e IF'\. et to b
more fun? Ieis all voo apparent in 2003 thar California schools
have suffered an embarmssng decline. Abter school actvaies
are often messured by the way they conmibure vo a ranscripe
Fosdays youch are stressed by the prospect of hatteries of tesi,
Thers i a sociery plagued by scores

The scholastic Apomde Test, momduced in 15926 by Prance:
tor paychicdogy protessor Carl Bregham, was ar first an innovarive

mol thar camied lirile Jour, While o

SAT was o create 3 democrnc meriocracy Tog

o admimble mrent ab the

prestious ool-
legzes by obvianng the bias of dverse backgrounds, the resuls has
Y the SAT has become an imipormam

measurerment of abalim and widey used indicoor of potenil, i

been quite the conirary.

Creating interactive activities and puzzles that are both grade level

and thematically organized, they began to realize their personal and

professional goals of immersing participants in “the joy of discovering

and learning new words and their relationship with one another.”

usines in Amencn, The moorinely retjL reid

Ieas also become nig i

wam trgpered et prepamtion compasies thar give the scadens-
i advantige po those whic can affoind the |'||:=_'|1 cost of mroring, In
Mew York ( Iy, i naches are available r.'.|1|_'_i||$: im0 50 1w 2450
et bowr, Thes profmiss of elevared scores PAMMETS APProKIImagey
W15 CHKY o VEar per snedent, 1r'.|1'-!.'.||.'|5: tir a malia-eaillion-dollar
busines. The Kaplan and Princeton Review courses, ‘,‘--'|"l'-|.lr in

Califormne, are considerably less expersive ot 5709 and $895 for

14t 16 sessions. Clearly, the advantsge is w srudens of affluen
Eamilics. Squeszing redious three-hour lessons inme weekend
activities quickly demolishes the “fun” of schools so fondly
remeimbered |'-!. elders

Many enter the controversy over insguities of our edecationl
huave
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done much more than comverse o commplain, An instrucional

stock broker with an innace [LasssT for words and fscinanon
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with cartoons, and his wife, a dedicared
teacher with years of Erperienos ?lr.';'|1i:|l.g 5Tl
dents maseer a |;:.'l:jy_1| Lnpuage, developed a
program that invites youngsters around the
world to enjoy the lively art of vocabulary
building. In May of 1997, Jan and Carey
Cook opened the doors of Vocabulary
University, admimed anyone with a compuer
Tuition? Fern, Creating inferactive acrivities
and puszles thar are both grade level and the-
matically organized, they began m realize cheir
pessonal and professional goals of IMIMErEIng
participants in “the joy of discovering and
lsirning new words and their relationship with
one another.” A few self-motvared momeno
here or there can do wonders mw improwve the
skills promulgaced in the classroom. Their
mottn i m pur the fun back in educamon; a
fringe benefit & improved test scores. Anyone
can log on to the free sessions raughe by a
whimsical Beulty, indluding such luminaries as
Dick Shimary, Cinny Nym, and Era Mol
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Csee. Uhver-worked teachers and stressed studenes frd haeminons
mmhancement mo lessons on such divers popacs as gold mines, the
sk markes, healsh and Ainess. _|_!_|:|:||r_||_l|'_|.', Careeke mivths, and the
rain foresms,

e muight imagine a lange staff of sesearchers in a Silicon
llI-"ﬂ”l.':r' |:J.l"~*:' movwer industraoely compareng motes. The realivy is
remarkably humbling, The sraff consises of hushand and wile
engaged in a happy division of laboss from dheir |_'|_'|.||:||:|||||._|; home
i Sharon Heights, A small room off che jarden houses their

many books, CDs, comparters, and sentimental memorabilia of
an actrve family life,

'::'H'l.‘f-' Urr Cook reflects the insprtaen af a :rnl.|]ri-;_.11-.'|'||:|.|-
tenal childhood. He grew up in his grandfather’s inois home
with his divorced mother and older brothet. [t was 2 NEWspAaper
family. His grandfather Carey Or won a Pulitzer Prize foe his
popular political cartoons thar appeared in full color an the Front
pages of The Chicago Tribune. Dinner conversations equently
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hn:uu*-hls.: childeen nto the
world of semanrics, jowrnal
ismm, and poliice. Bampa, as he
was fondly known, imprinred
his love of words upon his
grandsons; they were sur
rounded by books exploring
classic, historic, and contem
porasy relevance. They learned
to intimarely respect the value
of concision and precision 5
they wirnessed Bampa’s strug-
ghe 1o find just the right cap-
oon, They gained a reverence
for Mark Twains wisdom:
“The difference berween the
right word and almost the right word & the difference berween
lighming the lightning buyg,”

W'hibe his brocher carried our family tradition by artending
Yale University, Carey Cook expressed his desire 1o “go wese”
L'pnn gnuhunun from the prestigious prep schoal Andover, e
chose o arcend Seanford Liniversicy, Besides the uasl freshman
coriraes and 1 heavy dose of mathemarics, he enmolled in ar classes.
nghrening his link w his marenal grandfacher. Az the sme rime,
Jan Beutell was amending Northwestern, majoring in French
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with a minor in Spanish. They mer while skiing in Aspen, mar-
red in June of 1566, and decided o serde n California. Cook
claims he had the smel of eucalvptus in his blood a5 well as 3
desire 1o follow the Giants, Although he had majored in eco
nomics and becarme a stockbroker working a1 a researcher and an
instinutional funds specialist, he never shandoned his romantic
attachment mw words and graphics thar was nurtured i his
grandfacher’s home

A A ireyulica] word ke b maglea iy
‘wrd off s oriurs, harm or |inees;
i magician's ExpreEsion {rnor)
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With three young sons, the Cook family routine was demand
i|:||_5 up amd cwit ol the house at 4:3) A, t1:|1||1ih[if¥ o the
Fimancal Doserict from his home in Menlo Park, renerning to the
]:ll.'rlll'l'li.llﬂ ill |i|'|'||.' [ SEE S H:LI.'-.I! |u-r Ilih hﬂlﬁi DERIThS. |I'l |"-"':;|"-i-.
when the voungest was in college, Jan Cook agreed toa role rever.
sal, erabling her husbsand w purswe his first bove. He took a vear-
and-a-half leave of absence and channeed his enthusizsm for
M1n‘|'-l.'|'|ll|1in|__§ I':H-'I':II'I.I -] -Iil."u'l.'ll:q:llllfl:ll ||I. L;J.I:I.l:‘\ ﬂl'llj I."Ll.l'.n'."ﬁ !hn.l.l
would increse vocabubary skills of middle and high scheol s
demis, He npin:”:.-' discoversd that “it ix the sound bite world.”

to welcome people of diverse ages and backgrounds m Vocab-
ulary Ulnveriity,

By 1993, the purzles were published in three Midwest news-
papers amd by 1997, the ideas began to grow inm an incepend
ent non-profic business. They brosdened their scope, thernarically
highlighting holidays and current evenss focusing on what 1
mieaningful o young people. When research indicated thar one
learns a word after he encouncers it wenty times, it became clear
that seven different acriviries stressing,
one set of root words was not oo
muech. Dinner conversations ar the
ook howsehold became bramstorme
'ir|5 sesdisne. T Harry Porer 5 hot!
Ler’s do wizards!”

By 2001, after designing invernet
compatible puzzles, the fill-m-the-
bilank game of Rootonyms was syndi-
cated, Ar the Marional Educarion
Computer Conferetice the Cooks
realized thar educarers currendy
inclisded walues i their leson FrLI'.I'L'i
Wirth character drw]npmrm 3 new

When research indicated that one learns a word after he or she
encounters it twenty times, it became clear that seven different

activities stressing one

With Jan as mentor outdining the needs and constrctens of
the average dassmoom teacher, Cook created user-friendly char-
aceers and stimularing interactvities o motivate students
Saom, Dick Shinary and Sam Mantos hesded a colorful crew
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set of root words was not too much.

topic in curticula. the memorable family of caroon creatures
began w stress integricy, honesty, and kyaley: Inadditon o pue-
eles and games, Era Molly Gee thoughully offers vocabulary
lists For chassic rexes m accompany classroom lessons, Cren these
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lists are culled From various English teachers who are always given
credir for their suggestions. OF coumse, amenmion is pard e the
challenges of the SAT. Encouragement and mentoring similar w
the Princeton Review without the cost of a privaze class helps st
dents prepare for sandardized vests. Pechaps most inviring o
individuals is the flexibility and complers anonymiey . . . they can
click on, do the puzzles, try w come wp with the righr answers,
of pust enjoy the cartoans and ler some new vocabubary EETHS =p
in, It i5 a non-threarening, non-judgmental orpe of leaming thar
ACEMpES o leveed the plaving fickd,

[eachers can suggest afier school assignments, or they can
download lesson plans, Cook is quick to insist this is nor cur-
riculum, ir is simply a oo, 2 teacher’s aid. She or he is free w
use it however it best suits professional needs. A teacher can sign
in and receive 3% weeks of vocabulary drills generally offering
Itr words for every owo mors. These are called RSVP—ioor
specific vocabulary plans. In a free, playful, painless procedure,

JCTORER GENTRY 2000

enllege applicanes cin improve their SAT sones, By TYPIng in
wwwovocabularvcom, the participant & immediarely served an
armay of synonym and antonym encounters, true or false quies-
tions, crosewords, feanirs on the mos imporant AT waonds,
lises of wesrds From classical rexts, and ever popular Rootonym, a
fesiture thar has now been syndicared by both the Tribune Media
Services and Universal Mediafuclick

The individual whe comes off his own server, reviews the

site and returns to it, 15 known as a wnigue visitor, Vocabulary
University welcomes over 100,000 unigue Visor a month
farncipants in over 13,0000 schools have n_-lu.-.p_-rni. From the fiu
reaches of urban America, people have expressed dheir graticude
A couple in Enterprise, Alsbama, who home schood their daug-
vers, & reacher of ESL adult classes in PMlymouth, Michigan, a dea-
cot in 4 church in Leadey, Oklaban, who uses the exercises 10
entertain people waiting for dinner, are just a few whe feel as
though they have found a gold mine of informason, Fan mail
arrives elecrronically from all over the world. Teachers and indi
vidusls In Japan, China, Canada, England. Africa. Russia, and
Argennina have clicked on and benefited from the I||||ut:||.|-|1r|1
vioki i, Hises and games, Whar was once a bty has mushroomed
i A nme-conswming business. Jan does all the exliting ansd
responds o email. Carey comes up with cirtoons, handles wha
lirtle public relations dhey manage, and sees it a8 o business, Ir s
only human for an observer to ask, “Whar's in it for vou?™ So fs,
it has required an outlay of capiml thar the Cooks have gener-
ously provided. Since the services are free, the Cooks refer 1o
profic as “psychic income,” “You can't ear steak on ir, but it is real
and rewarding,” Carey prociaims. Cleary the projecr is a living
model thar giving is receiving.

Jan has revred from her teaching position ar Sacred Hear
School and considers this her full-ime volunteerism, vet she i
catticns ne o ler it comsume a lifie tha happify revalves anowmnd
children and grandchildren, Carey has always been passionate
about problem sohving and fimsds vocabwilary and roor words a Fas-
cinamng, avocation. He ix correndy imvolved in deee small bnesi-
nesses: the daily purdes thar run six days a week in newspapers in
the Midwest, the wwwoocbalarvoom site with it pimes, tests,
and word lists, and the svndication o Roomwnym in Sumsday
newspeypers amd onlime,

While the furure of the SAT is unpredicuable, the enduring
defighr in Binguage and value of vocabubary cin be, I the trend
o dmop the SAT a3 prime crterion for scoeprance o cullege
escalares, studemts now hooked on the Cooles’ elever cartoons and
pudes may find it difficult o abandon their |.ri|:'|'ld_-||]i_:1 witl Sam
Mantics and Cinny Mym. Onee the fun of learning and word-
'-I'I1iI!E'III'I|.’. s discovered, it becodries a |i|';;'~-||'||'||'_lI addiction. =



