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Book club

“First ladies” of Mizzou (and beyond) share
love of books with preschoolers

Dana Fritz uses a structured, explicit
routine at the Robert G. Combs
Language Preschool. Research tells
her that’s how preschoolers, especially
those with language problems, learn
best. She’s also seen it in 10 years of
running the preschool in the School of
Health Professions (SHP). But, Fritz
knows life is not predictable and that if
the youngsters are to be successfulin
life they must know how to handle vari-
ety and change.

Enter Carol Oliver, wife of SHP Dean
Rich Oliver. When she heard Fritz,
BHS ’88, MHS 90, PhD ’00, wanted to
introduce “guest readers” to the curric-
ulum, the woman fondly referred to as
“the first lady of SHP” got busy. Oliver
reached out to her colleagues, the other
“first ladies” of Mizzou, and the First
Ladies Reading Program was born.

“This is a small part of the program,
but it is just so very important to help
these children that I am happy to do
anything I can to be of assistance,”
Oliver says. “Children with language
disorders are at a distinct disadvantage,
particularly as they reach school age. It
can significantly impact their success in
school and in their lives. Anything we
can do to help them function at their
highest possible level before they reach
school age is crucial.”

Oliver read to the children first,
then brought in Lerke Foster, wife
of MU Provost Brian Foster; Sherry
Forsee, wife of University of Missouri
President Gary Forsee; Anne Deaton,
wife of Chancellor Brady Deaton; Axie
Hindman, wife of Columbia Mayor
Darwin Hindman; and Missouri
First Lady Georganne Nixon, wife of
Governor Jay Nixon. From Foster’s
sharing of Frog and Toad are Friends to
Hindman’s rendition of Eric Carle’s
Feathers for Lunch, the children and the
first ladies have had a blast.

“I'was privileged to be asked,”
Deaton said. “I have worked a lot with
children, professionally and as a mother
and grandmother. I believe in quality
early education and think reading is
fundamental.”

Foster contacted Oliver the next day
with a request: she wanted to know
when she could come back because
she had so much fun. “An invitation to
read a story to a group of children one
morning was not only an adventure, but
an education for me,” she said. “I was
totally unprepared for the eagerness
and almost overflowing enthusiasm
of the children that seemed like light
years ahead of me. Intheir own way,
the children taught me how I needed to
improve my own language skills!”

The first ladies don’t always come
alone. Sherry Forsee brought her dog
Bodie to join the reading circle and like-
wise scheduled a return visit.

While the preschoolers have
responded well to the change in rou-
tine, Fritz says the speech-language
pathology seniors who are the pre-
school’s clinicians also enjoy multiple
benefits from the program.

“My CSD students have been appro-
priately humbled and nervous about
having women they respect and admire
from the distance show up on their
‘turf,”” Fritz says. “Even though I don’t
doubt my students’ interest in the value
of their work in the preschool, I think
they value it even more when they think
influential women see the importance in
it too. This has an empowering impact
on them. It’s not just me saying their
work is of value, it’s women of impor-
tance showing them the work is valued
and important.”

Who else might be invited? Oliver
says she’s eyeing one other very famous
first lady in Washington, D.C. and plans
to expand the program to readers from
other walks of life.

“We don’t want to leave anyone
out so we will expand beyond the
first ladies and spouses,” Oliver says.
“Besides, it also provides me an oppor-
tunity to showcase one of the outstand-
ing outreach activities provided by the
School of Health Professions.”
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