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You know the commercial with the parents at an 
office supply store, “The Most Wonderful Time 
of the Year” blaring, as they toss school supplies 
in their cart as their kids look oh so gloomy? It 

rings true for many of us.  But while August boasts school 
supply sales, families face not-so-funny adjustment issues 
when kids go from camps and later bedtime to early morn-
ings and schoolwork.

What can parents do to 
help their children have a 
good school year after the 
summer brain drain? Experts 
give 11 tips:
Don’t ignore the dog days of 
August. Even if they’ve been at 
the pool avoiding anything they 
deem “work,” it’s not too late to 
get them re-focused on learning. 
“Don’t wait until the school year 
starts to transition them. Sum-
mer is important to learning. Do 
activities with a learning compo-
nent and keep them engaged,” 
suggests Dr. Rebecca Lieb, 
psychologist at Akron Chil-
dren’s Hospital. Reading, visits 
to a science center, or even 
practicing last year’s workbook 
helps them build confidence 
and activates their brains.
Get your game face on. 
“You’d never go to a soccer 
game without practice, but Sept. 
1 is like a game. So practice. 
Whatever the parent has time 
to do – whether it’s sitting with 
the student competing with flash 
cards, a computer game, or 

math facts on the iPad,” says 
Anjali Barnick, direc-

tor of Kumon in 
Westlake and 
Strongsville 

and working on 
her dissertation in 

education. “The brain 
needs a warm-up.”

 Start with high expecta-
tions. “I’ve always had high ex-
pectations on what my children 
or students can do. If you think 
they are capable, they will think 
they are capable,” says Janice 
Hatch, a teacher and tutor in 
Fairlawn.
 Take some unknown out. 
“Start preparing for the techni-
calities of the school year,” says 
Lieb, who suggests younger 
children play on the school’s 
playground.  “Get them familiar 
with the school building. Meet 

the teacher and see the class-
room.”  Have them pick out their 
own school supplies, too.
Routine rules. Lieb advises 
having kids go to bed and get 
up earlier well before school 
starts, even for older students.  
Says Pat Washington, a mom of 
two teens in Cleveland: “When 
we transition to the school 
schedule in the fall, I allow for 
about two weeks of general 
crabbiness as they get adjusted 
to waking up early again, and in 
the last week before school, I 
don’t let them sleep in.” 
Open dialogue and col-
laborate. Ask their opinions as 
they approach the school year. 
“Begin having the conversa-
tions now,” advises Barnick. 
“You might say, ‘You’re starting 
5th grade, so what do you think 
will be different?” Have your 
middle- schooler Google and 
choose a math review program. 
Nicole Westendorf, a school 
counselor in Solon, also sug-
gests letting children set goals 
for themselves. “Ask:  what are 
your goals for the first grading 
period? When a child sets 
goals and monitors themselves, 
this is a huge bang for the buck. 
Self-reflection is important.” 
Acknowledge the anxietyI If 
you’re overwhelmed by all the 
papers starting to come home, 
“imagine how they must feel,” 
says Lieb. And if they’re anxious 
about the teacher or not know-
ing anyone in their classes? “Let 
them know it’s normal to be ner-
vous.” Reading books together 
is also a good way to validate 
children’s feelings about back-
to-school scenarios (such as 
Night Before Kindergarten or 
Teacher from the Black Lagoon 
series). With older students, ask 
how they would’ve handled a 
character’s situation.
Stay positive. “With fears 
about a tough teacher, parents 

can help kids by re-directing 
them to the positive. Help with 
positive self-talk, reminding 
them to take one day at a time,” 
recommends Westendorf. 
Do due diligence. If your child 
is geared toward the computer, 
seek educational sites and find 
games for critical thinking skills, 
says Lieb. “Show them fun 
games that incorporate learning 
such as Scrabble. Be comfort-
able with the content and make 
it educational without them 
realizing.”
Look ahead. Parents call about 
study skills typically in October, 
after their first conferences, says 
Barnick, who suggests organiza-
tion year-round.  Learn even on 
winter break. See what they’re 
doing in school, and incorpo-
rate that subject into a family 
experience, such as going to a 
museum exhibit about it, advises 
Lieb.  And ask what the student 
will be reading next year; have 
the child read five pages a day, 
maybe with you reading the 
same book. 
Praise their success. One 
student’s goal may be a good 
grade, and another’s may be 
making it to school on time.  
Either way, says Westendorf, 
success for one child might be 
different for another, so compli-
ment the effort. n
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