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In the summer of 2005, my son Caleb and I entered the 

Alaskan wilderness. My pioneering husband, three other 

children, Caleb and I had smashed and jammed five weeks 

worth of rain, snow, fishing, and hiking gear into 9 pieces 

of duffle bags and luggage and loaded them in the 

Suburban. We drove to Reagan International in D.C, jetted 

to Anchorage, RV’d to Soldotna, and bush-planed to 

Kalgin Island. This was a wilderness land. No cell phones, 

no electricity, no cars, no flashy modern tools of which to 

speak.  Our first week in Alaska was spent on rocky narrow 

beaches, four-wheeling through paths of broad, leafy, 

salmonberry bushes dripping with bright pink berries the 

size of small walnuts and wading with the salmon who 

swam upstream in pristine creeks. 

Ten-year old Caleb and I were wandering in our own 

wilderness of sorts. For five years, I had attempted to push, pull, cajole, bicker and hack our way 

through traditional home education reading programs. Three times I had already blazed this trail 

quite easily from the couch and foofs sprawled in our living room and I was bound and 

determined to do it again. My three other offspring students were well on their way to the new 

horizons and adventures that good reading awakened. But Caleb, Caleb was left bewildered, 

standing where we started, year after frustrating year in a jumbled literary world of swapped b’s 

and d’s, unintelligible writing and spelling, and confused 

comprehension. Don’t let salmon fool you. Swimming 

upstream is exhausting work. In that July of ’05, I was 

bushed. He was weary. Our relationship was fragmented and 

flimsy. I felt like Bilbo Baggins, the hobbit, when he said, “I 

feel thin…sort of stretched…like butter scraped over too 

much bread. I need a holiday. A very long holiday.”* And so 

we took one. 

And in the Alaskan wilderness, God aligned something 

in both our battered souls. Caleb climbed rocks and trees 

galore. He trekked a trail and glimpsed the high Denali 

peaks. He ran wild and free on the Dalton Highway roadside 



amid jagged rock formations and barren hillsides pocked with smoldering piles of natural 

wildfires. He took the polar bear plunge in the Chuckchi Sea and kayaked in its icy exhilarating 

waters. His chest beat with adrenalin’s victory rush from doing hard things and being rewarded 

with breathtaking views at the top. Me? Well, I pondered where we had been in this learning 

process and where we were going. I ruminated and chewed on the reading dilemma. I allowed 

my visionary, pioneering husband’s words to sink into my heart. “Kelli, there is a way through 

this. Caleb is smart. This is why we are home educating. So we can explore options and find a 

way that will work for him.” 

Armed with this can-do mindset and motivated by rest and wide open spaces, we came home 

that autumn and switched Caleb to a different home-based charter school that promised more 

hands-on visual learning and a systematic online daily schedule. We knew these were two things 

that would improve Caleb’s learning ability. Little did we know that this school also offered the 

Barton Reading Program. At the beginning of that fifth grade year, the school screened and 

discovered dyslectic traits and trained me to be his tutor. From there, we embarked on our four-

year wild reading journey. We “did Barton” as we called it and he and I discovered our own 

secret language in this strange and foreign wilderness. We baffled others as we tossed around 

mysterious code words like finger spelling, milk trucks, pulling down tiles, and E is for Eddy. 

For almost four years, we blazed that reading trail with Barton’s precise, persistent and accurate 

tools.  

It is 14 years later. The trail is full of Caleb’s milestone 

markers. By eighth grade and the end of Book 10, he went 

from Below Basic to Advanced on our state PSSA exams. In 

12th grade, he achieved his highest SAT score on the writing 

module. Four years later, he earned his Biology degree and a 

chemistry minor. One gap year of hard studying later, he 

scored in the top 15th percentile on the national Dental School 

Admissions Test (DAT). No longer a square peg being 

jammed into a round hole, he had choices. He received offers 

from not one but four dental schools. Half a year into dental 

school, he no longer swaps the b & d tiles. These days he’s 

pulling down words like apicoectomy and 

temporomandibular joint.  

In January of 2019, we watched him walk across a stage 

to receive his white coat for dental school—a symbol in the 

medical field of crossing the bridge from classroom learning to doing clinical work with patients. 

Crossing bridges and blazing trails and striving toward a good view from the top are what Caleb 

now calls “living the dream.” As I watched our son shrug his arms into that coat and bow his 

head to button it, I was taken back in time. Caleb and I were sitting on my bed with a wooden 

bed table tray between us. In a surreal moment, I replayed hour after hour of hand gestures, 



shuffling colored tiles, and dictating sentences, he and I, forging that pathway in his brilliant 

brain so he could read. 

A couple years ago, I received the 

Bright Solutions newsletter in my in 

box. This particular issue showed MRI 

brain scans documenting brain 

activation in kids after using Barton 

like a Gyrus riverbank carrying 

brilliant thoughts through a sulcrus 

bed. I paused to marvel at these scans 

and the mind of a brilliant creator God. 

He streamed thoughts of this bright, 

brilliant solution into the earth through 

a quiet, gentle, kind lady named Susan 

Barton. She had to carry her own brand 

of tenacity, courage and upstream strength. She smartly grabbed that tool and honed it to 

precision. Now Caleb and countless others can experience the gift of language, learning, and, 

ultimately, at the end of education’s road, a livelihood—one that’s meaningful and purposed. 

The wilderness has taught our family a powerful lesson. Impossibilities and road blocks and 

IEP labels are the language of the unadventurous. With heavens help, an uncommon bravery, an 

unconventional tool and a little endurance, a way can be made where there seems to be none. 

 

“Behold, I will do a new thing. 

Now it shall spring forth. 

Shall you not KNOW it? 

I will even make a road in the wilderness and rivers in the desert.” 

Isaiah 43:19 

 

*Tolkien, J.R.R. The Fellowship of the Ring 


