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Think about
your time in
middle school

Test-taking strategies can
raise your child’s test scores

S

tandardized tests are part of your
child’s life, and they can have a
big effect on his future education.
So the next time one of these exams
looms, help your child prepare by
teaching him test-taking strategies.
Encourage him to:
• Answer the easiest questions
first—if the test allows your child
to answer questions in any order.
Once he gets past the easy questions, he can go back and focus
on the tricky ones.
• Read the entire question. If he’s
being timed, your child may be
tempted to race through the test.
Remind him to slow down and
read the question carefully before
jumping in to find the answer.
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• Pick out key words. As he reads
each question, your child should
note key words like including,
except and compare. They go to
the heart of what’s being asked.
• Consider each available answer.
Even if your child feels certain that
the first answer he sees is correct,
he should read through the rest.
It’s possible that another answer
is stronger.
• Make an informed guess. If your
child has no clue about an answer,
he can always take a stab at it
(assuming there’s no penalty for
doing so). To make a solid guess,
he should eliminate answers that
are obviously wrong and then
choose from the remaining options.
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Do you remember
being 13 and going
through difficult
times? You might
have felt clumsy,
nervous, misunderstood or
unpopular. It’s important that
you talk about those experiences
with your child.
Many college professors
do something similar in their
education classes. They ask
students who are studying to
become teachers to write about
how they felt as middle school
students.
Why bring up these old feelings?
Reliving them actually helps soonto-be teachers see into the hearts
and minds of the students they will
be teaching. They agree that this
helps them find common ground
with middle schoolers.
This same strategy can work
for parents, too. It’s likely you will
be more understanding if you can
remember having had experiences
similar to your child’s.
So the next time your child
seems upset, share a story from
your middle school years. Your
child may be more willing to open
up if she thinks you can relate to
what she is saying.

Practical ideas for parents to help their children

Copyright © 2019, The Parent Institute®

www.parent-institute.com

Too much stress can decrease
your child’s learning potential
Students often have
a lot on their plates—
and on their minds.
They can easily become
overwhelmed, stressed
and anxious. When their anxiety goes
up, their grades can go down.
If your child seems stressed, help
her find ways to relax. She could:
• Enjoy time with a friend. Suggest
they do something that makes them
laugh, such as watching a favorite
funny movie.
• Participate in a hobby (other than
playing games online). Focusing on
an enjoyable activity reduces stress.
• Stretch. Doing yoga is linked to
lower stress levels. Tell your child
to try a few minutes of slow, gentle
stretches.
• Breathe deeply. A short session
of slow deep breathing can calm
your child when she is feeling

overwhelmed. Practicing it for a
brief time each day can lower her
overall stress levels.
• Take a power nap. Sleep is vital
for stress reduction. A short 15to 30-minute nap in the afternoon
can give your child the boost she
needs.
• Write in a journal. Writing can
help your child clarify her thoughts
and feelings. It can also be a great
tool for solving problems.
• Listen to her favorite music. Music
can improve your child’s mood and
help her release negative emotions.

“The greatest weapon
against stress is our
ability to choose one
thought over another.”
—William James

Create a plan if your child will
be home alone after school
You may feel your
middle schooler is
mature and capable.
However, if he comes
home to an empty house
every day after school, it’s important
to take precautions.
To make sure your child is safe and
productive during his after-school
alone time:
• Prepare for emergencies. Before
leaving your child alone, be sure
he knows exactly what to do in
the event of a fire, severe weather
or other urgent situation.
• Post a list of key phone numbers.
Include the numbers for your work,
nearby neighbors and emergency
services.

• Write down the rules. Whether
it’s “no friends at the house” or
“no cooking” while he’s home
alone, make your expectations
crystal clear.
• Insist he check in. Your child
should call or text you as soon
as he arrives home.
• Help him develop a routine.
If the bus drops your child off
at 4:00 p.m. and you get home at
6:00 p.m., give him a framework
for filling those hours. “Take 30
minutes to relax, and then tackle
your homework.”
• Create a Plan B. Keys get lost.
Doors can jam. Make sure
your child has a back-up plan
if he can’t get into the house.
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Are you boosting
your child’s
concentration?
As the weather gets
warmer, your child’s
concentration may
start to diminish. Are
you helping him stay
focused? Answer yes or no to the
questions below to find out:
___1. Do you encourage your child
to do a focus-building activity he
enjoys? For some kids, this might be
reading; for others, it could be sports
or chess club.
___2. Do you set limits on recreational
screen time? Extended time in front of
a TV, computer, tablet or smartphone
can reduce concentration.
___3. Do you encourage your child
to finish tasks and do you praise him
for doing so?
___4. Do you discourage multitasking?
It’s difficult to concentrate on homework if your child is also watching TV
and texting friends.
___5. Do you minimize interruptions
when your child is working hard?
How well are you doing?
Mostly yes answers mean you are
helping your child maintain good
concentration. Mostly no answers?
Check the quiz for some suggestions.
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Open communication plays
a critical role in school safety
Schools today take
extra steps to keep
students safe. But
they can’t do it alone—
they need parents’ help.
One of the most effective ways
you can contribute to a safe school
environment is to talk with your child
every day about what’s going on in
her life and at school.
Have an open discussion about:
• The school discipline policy.
Talk about the reasons for certain
rules. Review the consequences
for breaking the rules.
• The school’s safety and security
procedures. If you don’t know
what they are, find out!
• Personal safety issues, such as
ways to keep safe when traveling
to and from school.

• Your own family values, rules
and expectations for your child.
• The impact of violence in the
media—TV, books, video games,
music and movies.
• Strategies for solving problems
peacefully and diffusing tense
situations.
• Concerns about friends or classmates who may be dangerous
to themselves or others.
• Social media and the need to use
it responsibly.
• The importance of telling a teacher
or other adult if your child sees
something that doesn’t seem right.
And remember: If you hear something
that concerns you, inform the school
immediately. Schools are safest when
parents, students and educators work
together.

Taking notes helps students
remember what they learn
Experts agree that
taking notes can benefit
students in many ways.
Students might forget what
the teacher says in class,
but they will remember if they have a
written record. Reviewing class notes
is also a great way to study for tests.
To get the most from note-taking,
your child should:
• Think about what is important
and write it down. Rather than
writing down every word the
teacher says, he should listen for
names, dates, times of events and
other key facts. And if his teacher
writes something on the board,
your child should definitely include
it in his notes.
• Review and rewrite his notes
when he gets home. Notes taken

in a hurry are sometimes sloppy.
Rewriting them ensures your child
will be able to read them when
he studies later. It also helps the
information stick in his mind. Your
child might even want to type his
notes and print them out.
• Enlist a friend. If a classmate also
takes notes, your child can compare
the notes. Maybe his friend picked
up something he missed.
• Stay organized. Your child’s notes
won’t help him study if he loses
them. They won’t help him if he
doesn’t know which class they are
for, either. Encourage your child
to use a binder that has different
sections, labeled with the name
of each class. He can date his notes
and file them in the appropriate
section.

Q: I know I’m deciding too
many things for my middle
schooler. How can I help her
start making her own choices
without letting her make poor
ones?

Questions & Answers
A: Here’s the short answer: You
can’t. Learning to make good
decisions—and learning lessons
from the bad ones—is part of
growing up. So when your middle
schooler makes a poor choice,
don’t see it as “letting” her fail.
Instead, view it as allowing her
to figure out what good decisionmaking is.
Of course, there are certain
areas where your child should
not be allowed to decide things
for herself. These include:
• Drugs and alcohol.
• Chores.
• School attendance.
Other areas, however, can be open
for discussion—at least to a degree.
Here are three:
1. Studying. Doing homework
is non-negotiable. But be
flexible about how your child
does it. If she claims she works
best sprawled on the floor
listening to music, let her try it.
Her grades will reveal whether
she’s correct.
2. Bedtime. If you’ve insisted
on the same bedtime for years,
revisit the issue. Let your child
weigh in on an appropriate
bedtime. If it’s reasonable, allow
it—as long as she gets at least
nine hours of sleep each night.
3. Her room. If you argue with
your child about keeping her
room clean, stop. Assuming
it’s not so horrible that the
health department intervenes,
let her decide how tidy things
should be.
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It Matters: Reading
Add variety
to your child’s
reading
Experts agree that
reading is the foundation of learning. But it
doesn’t have to involve
heavy, dusty volumes
perched on tall shelves! Times have
changed, and there are now more
ways than ever to expose your child
to the benefits and satisfaction of
reading.
To encourage your middle
schooler to read more, “think outside
the book.” Nudge him toward:
• Audiobooks. These recordings
of books are great resources—
especially if your child struggles
with fluency. Listening to stories
read aloud is a proven way to
build reading skills. Audiobooks
offer many of the same benefits
as print versions—exposure to
story structure, compelling plots
and new vocabulary words—
but in an engaging format. Even
better, they’re often recorded
by gifted performers or beloved
authors.
As with traditional books,
you can check out audiobooks
from the library. You can also
download free titles from websites like www.loyalbooks.com.
• E-books. Your child can read
digital versions of books on a
computer or a handheld device.
While some e-books contain
strictly text, others include
graphics, videos and links. But
be careful: Too many bells and
whistles can distract readers.
E-books are available at the public library and online at websites
such as www.goodreads.com.

Join your middle schooler
for some reading experiences

M

any things are competing
for your child’s attention
now that she is in middle school.
However, reading for pleasure is
one of the best things she can do
to ensure school success.
To share your joy of reading:
• Read the same book. Ask the
librarian to suggest some popular
books for middle schoolers.
Pick a book and reserve two
copies. Set up a “mini book club”
just for you and your child. Offer
a special outing or privilege for
finishing the book. Remember,
finishing includes discussing it
together.
• Read at the same time. Your child
is less likely to get distracted if you
are doing the same thing she is
doing. Pick a time each day when
you both can sit down for at least
20 minutes and read.

• Look for movies that are based
on books. Interest in a movie can
make your child more likely to
read the book that prompted it.
Plan to read the book and see
the movie together.

Help your child gain a deeper
understanding while reading
As your child begins
to read more complex
material in school, he
will need to really think
about what he’s reading.
Encourage him to focus on:
• The author’s purpose. Why did
the author write this? Was it to
inform the reader? To entertain?
To influence thinking?
• The main idea and details. What
is the author’s basic message?
What does he add to his writing
that supports and strengthens
this message?
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• Descriptive language. “The
ocean sang to me,” doesn’t mean
the ocean really sang. It means
that the author found the ocean
appealing.
• The sequence of events. What
happened first in the story? What
happened next? What was the
result?
• Relationships between things
that happened in the story and
the outcome of the story.
• The characters’ feelings. What
decisions did they make as a result
of those feelings?

