Chicago Tribune

December 19, 2004
Kermit Myers is the tall angel with unruly white hair. Sherm Marks is the shorter, gruff angel with the NASCAR cap crammed tightly over his head.

These two elderly retired gentlemen have a strange idea. It involves encouraging kids to read, kids who don't have books at home, kids whose parents don't make books a priority.

They're the Book Worm Angels. They bring the books.

Rather than hold news conferences to wag their fingers about evil video games--or offer nagging opinions on parental responsibility and child development--they actually do something.

Myers, of Evanston, and Marks, of Wilmette, are the book angels for thousands of Chicago kids. They deal only with Chicago public schools that have very low reading test scores.

It began after Myers tutored children at Cabrini-Green and realized that many kids had no books in their homes.

So Book Worm Angels was born. They drive to suburban schools where students organize book drives. The suburban kids bring in books they've outgrown. These are brought to troubled Chicago public schools at no cost, to help teachers build their own in-class libraries.

Such classroom libraries are critical. Teachers can reward students immediately with books and still supervise the children at their desks, or students may take them home and return them.

Book Worm Angels take no pay. They charge no fee. There's no overhead or bureaucracy of political hacks. It doesn't cost the schools a dime. In five years, they've brought about 195,000 books to schools. They're in 27 schools now.

"When we used to walk in and tell principals, `We want to give you thousands of books,' they'd look at us like we were a couple of white-shoe salesmen," Myers said. "You know, what's the catch? Now we're a little more well known, so there's a waiting list."

There are only two basic rules each principal must follow.

- No child can be punished or fined for lost books. Even so, there is a remarkably tiny 5 percent book-loss rate.

- The principal must agree to send letters home asking parents to turn off the TV and spend half an hour reading with their child.

It takes about 10 books per child to set up these in-class libraries, so a school of 600 kids receives 6,000 books. Each year, they bring an additional 1,500 books.

"Every once in a while, you take some books down and the principal or the reading specialist has tears in her eyes," Myers said. "They just can't believe they're getting this kind of gift. You just know these kids never saw anybody reading for enjoyment. They've never seen a book in their home. You think, `If they could just see a book read for fun, maybe they'd start reading more."

Sherm Marks, his buddy, was driving the van the other day as they made deliveries. Marks always drives.

"I'm the wheelman," he said, gruffly, to hide his pleasure at his work. "Kermit needed me. I thought it would be one time. All of a sudden, one school heard about it and then another, and it became a @#$--% {circ} &* part-time job for me."

Can't you find other ways to spend your time?

"Well, it's a pain in the butt. He's got a hernia, and I'm probably going to get one. But I feel it's a, uh..."

Marks fell silent for a bit.

"You can see it in those kids," he said. "You can see the excitement."

At Guggenheim Elementary School, at 71st and Morgan on the South Side, 15 boys were waiting in the hall. They ran out and started hauling the boxes inside, excitedly checking out the titles.

There were books by R.L. Stine, Mary Pope Osborne, Beverly Cleary and Roald Dahl. There was "Anne of Greene Gables" by L.M. Montgomery, and "Little House in the Big Woods" by Laura Ingalls Wilder. There were books on combat aircraft; battleships of John Paul Jones; horses and Star Wars; "The Wind in the Willows" and "The Hobbit." There were thousands of books.

The boys wanted first pick. But the teachers usually decide that first pick.

Pat Kent is the principal at William Penn Elementary School at 16th and Avers, in Lawndale, another school that is helped by the BWA.

Schools like hers can't afford to pay $15 per book to set up in-class libraries with non-fiction and fiction titles. With BWA, it's free.

"What we take for granted is that all kids have heard the story of the Three Little Pigs, the fairy tales, and they haven't. We take it for granted that they're read to at home," Kent said. "I went to this school. I'm from this neighborhood. That's what saved me. Being able to read."

Those of us who love to read probably had some book angel helping us as kids. It's nice to know angels are still out there, named Kermit and Sherm.

If you are interested in setting up a book collection drive at your school and want to learn more, please call the Book Worm Angels at 847-471-BOOK (2665).
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