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Take a look
at your child’s
attendance

Think of yourself as your
child’s academic coach

A

n effective coach is someone who
guides, encourages and inspires.
Thinking of yourself in this role is a
helpful way to make sure your middle
schooler is ready to learn.
To be a positive academic coach
for your child:
• Act as a resource. Never do your
child’s homework for him. Instead,
be available to offer encouragement,
answer questions and suggest places
where your child can go to find the
information he needs, such as a
website or reference book.
• Talk about the things your child
is learning. Grades matter, but they
are a product of learning. It is more
important to emphasize the learning
process. This includes hard work,
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persistence and making steady
progress.
• Be willing to say, “I don’t know.”
There will be times when you are
not familiar with the material your
child is learning. If he comes to you
with a question, it’s OK to say, “I
never learned that. Let’s take a
look in your textbook.”
• Keep in mind that your child has
strengths and weaknesses. He
may never need help in language
arts, but he may struggle in math.
Support and encourage your child
in every class, but do not expect the
same performance in every subject.
Source: K.T. Alvy, Ph.D., The Positive Parent: Raising Healthy,
Happy and Successful Children, Birth–Adolescence, Teachers
College Press.
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December usually
contains a winter break
from school. And once
your child returns in
January, the school
year will be about half over. This is
a great time to review the first part
of the year and make plans for the
next. Looking at your child’s school
attendance should be part of this
process.
Did your child attend school
every day unless she was sick or
there was a family emergency?
If so, congratulations! Let her
know you’re proud of her strong
attendance. Help her keep up the
good work for the rest of the year
and beyond. Strong attendance is
one predictor of success in school.
If her attendance was lacking:
• Remind your child that regular
school attendance is a priority.
• Emphasize the need for rest,
nutrition and exercise to stay
healthy and stay in school.
• Consider the reasons you take
your child out of school. Can
you make appointments outside
school hours?
• Establish consequences. Let
your middle schooler know
that skipping school erodes
your trust in her.

Practical ideas for parents to help their children
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Community service improves
school performance, self-esteem
Studies show that
students who participate
in community service
have better grades and
more interest in school
than those who don’t.
A child who participates in
community service also gains strong
positive feelings about herself and
her place in society. By volunteering,
your child will:
• Be less likely to take negative
risks, such as doing drugs.
• Have higher self-esteem, be
more responsible and feel more
connected to her community.
• Have stronger social skills.
• Be more likely to stay in school.
Volunteers tend to have regular
attendance and perform well.
• Learn valuable skills. These
can include how to deal with

different kinds of people. Or she
might learn how to write a strong
letter or how to organize a group.
• Meet mentors, such as the heads
of agencies or businesses. They can
be references for her in the future.
To find volunteer opportunities,
encourage your child to contact
her school counselor, local libraries,
religious organizations and community
service groups.
Source: “Middle Schoolers May Benefit Academically
from Extracurricular Activities,” NYU Steinhardt News,
niswc.com/mid_volunteerism.

“We make a living by what
we get, but we make a life
by what we give.”
—Winston Churchill

Understand the essential role
of middle school counselors
A generation ago, school
counselors often worked
only in high schools. Their
job was to help students
choose courses and
plan for life after graduation.
School counselors still do those
things in high schools. But now
they do much, much more. And
they have also become key players
on the educational team in middle
schools.
Middle school counselors strive
to help all students be productive
learners. They also assist students to:
• Set academic goals.
• Select courses that will prepare
them for future classes.
• Get back on track after facing
academic problems.

• Solve problems with friends.
This can include mediation
or counseling sessions for an
individual student or a small group.
• Build social skills.
• Strengthen coping skills. This
includes skills for dealing with
bullies or with grief.
• Develop study skills.
• Make plans for high school and
beyond.
• Explore and plan for different
careers.
• Connect with community agencies
in times of crisis.
• Locate additional professionals for
academic and personal support.

Do you monitor
your child’s time
after school?
Research shows that the
hours immediately after
school are when children
are most likely to get into
trouble. It’s important to
make home-alone time as safe and
structured as possible. Answer yes or
no to the questions below to find out
how well you are doing:
___1. Do you make sure your child has
an adult contact after school, such as a
relative, neighbor or sitter?
___2. Do you keep in touch by phone
when your child is out of school and
you are not with him?
___3. Do you encourage your child
to be involved in supervised extracurricular activities after school?
___ 4. Do you have rules about who
may be in the house when you are
not there?
___5. Have you discussed with your
child the dangers that kids can get
into after school (such as alcohol and
drugs) and how to avoid them?
How well are you doing?
Mostly yes answers mean you are
working hard to keep your child safe
and productive after school. For no
answers, try those suggestions.

Source: “The Essential Role of Middle School Counselors,”
American School Counselor Association, niswc.com/
mid_schoolcounselor.
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Maximize learning by sharing
memory-boosting strategies
Memory skills, especially
long-term memory skills,
are critical for learning.
Long-term memory is the
“store of knowledge” we
draw on all our lives.
To help your child boost memory
power, share these strategies:
• Look at the big picture. If she
knows an upcoming test is on
Chapter Four, your child will want
to spend most of her time on that
chapter. However, she should also
take a few moments to look at summaries of other chapters. Doing so
tells her how Chapter Four relates
to the whole unit. Her memory will
improve if she understands this
relationship.
• Put information on index cards
and review the cards frequently.
This tried-and-true method really

•

•

•

•

does make remembering small
chunks of information easier.
Focus attention on the middle
part of material, because our brains
remember the beginning and end
parts best.
Make the material relevant.
Perhaps your child can visit a
historic site or watch a TV program
about a subject she’s studying.
Use mnemonics or acronyms.
Techniques like remembering
PEMDAS for the order of math
operations can help students recall
information.
Study and then rest or sleep.
The brain is never asleep. While
your child’s body is getting much
needed rest, her brain will still
be working on sorting out and
retaining the material she fed it
just before going to bed.

Help your middle schooler
solve problems in five steps
“I don’t have enough
time to finish my project.”
“I don’t think my teacher
likes me.” These are
typical problems facing
middle schoolers.
While it may be tempting to solve
your child’s problems for him, it’s far
better to help him sharpen his own
problem-solving skills. Teach your
child this five-step method:
1. Define the problem. Before your
child can solve a problem, he
needs to understand what that
problem is.
2. Brainstorm solutions. Once your
child has defined the problem, have
him list possible solutions. During
this step, don’t let him get bogged
down in analyzing each idea—he

should simply list every solution
that he can think of.
3. Evaluate the options. Now that
he’s come up with several potential
solutions, your child needs to weigh
the pros and cons of each. Which
solution seems especially strong?
4. Make a plan of action. Your child
should choose the solution he
thinks is best and devise a plan
to carry it out. Let him follow his
plan by himself, but offer guidance
if he’s unsure how to proceed.
5. Reassess the situation. How is
his plan working? Is it helping
him solve the problem or reach
his goal? If yes, wonderful! If not,
suggest that your child go back
to the “evaluating” step and try
another solution.

Q: My eighth grader is so hard
on herself! She complains that
she can’t do anything right,
which isn’t true at all. How can
I help her see that she’s a smart,
capable person?

Questions & Answers
A: If there’s ever a time when
self-doubt and insecurity are likely
to rear their ugly heads, it’s during
adolescence. Middle schoolers are
discovering the pressure of trying
to measure up, and it can be scary
when they feel like they’re falling
short.
Although you can’t make
your child’s insecurity go away
altogether, you can help her see
just how smart and competent
she is. Here’s how:
• Find the right outlets. Let your
child experience success by
putting her where she’s most
likely to succeed. If sports are
her thing, sign her up for one
she likes. If she enjoys theater,
encourage her to join the drama
club at school.
• Give her responsibilities.
She may gripe about having
to clean the garage or empty
the dishwasher, but make her
do it anyway. Chores are an
effective way to make your
child feel needed because
doing them helps the whole
family. They can make her
more responsible, too.
• Acknowledge accomplishments.
Did your child just do something wonderful? Congratulate
her! Show her that you noticed
her achievement, whether it was
earning a good grade on a quiz
or setting a beautiful table for
dinner.
With a little help from you, your
child will begin to see herself as
the wonderful person she is!
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It Matters: Building Character
Teach your child
the importance
of responsibility
Learning responsibility
takes time. So don’t
expect your middle
schooler to grasp it
overnight. But do expect
him to take his responsibilities
seriously. Make sure he understands the difference between an
honest mistake and neglect.
For example:
• An honest mistake would be
completing the even-numbered
problems on his math worksheet
instead of the odd-numbered
ones; or taking the trash out on
the wrong night.
• Neglect would be failing to do his
math homework or a household
chore at all.
Should you discipline your child
if he makes an honest mistake?
Probably not. Everyone slips up
from time to time.
However, if your child neglects
a responsibility—whether it’s homework or a household chore—don’t
ignore the situation. Instead:
• Talk to your child about where
he fell short and why.
• Remind him that school is his
number one responsibility.
• Let him know that he’s an
important member of the
family and his contributions
make a difference.
• Enforce a consequence. It’s
best to agree on the consequence
ahead of time and to make sure it
is related to the responsibility he
neglected.
Source: K. Thomsen, M.S., Parenting Preteens with a
Purpose: Navigating the Middle Years, Search Institute
Press.

Encourage your child to
become a person of character

Y

our middle schooler may have
been born with certain personality traits, but think of her character
as a work in progress. In other words,
the kind of person she’ll eventually
become is still being shaped.
To develop good character:
• Be a strong role model. Make sure
your behavior demonstrates the
values you’re promoting.
• Offer gentle reminders. Give your
child low-key prompts when she
slips up. “I won’t worry about
reminding you to finish your
homework. I know you’re responsible enough to do it on your own.”
• Expect honesty. If your child breaks
a rule and lies about it, enforce two
consequences—one for the broken
rule and one for the lie.
• Notice positive behavior. When
you see your child demonstrating
good character, praise her!

• Find ways for her to give back.
Help your child sign up to serve at
a soup kitchen or animal shelter.
While you’re at it, sign yourself
up, too. Afterward, talk about the
experience together.

Let your middle schooler know
the benefits of being honest
Being honest is the
foundation of good
character. It is also
vital for your child’s
academic success.
Your middle schooler won’t learn
algebra if he copies his friend’s
answers. And he won’t become
a better writer if he has a friend
write his English paper.
Practice honesty with your child
and stress its importance. Share
these four benefits:
1. Honest people have self-respect.
They know who they are and they

never have to worry about being
caught in a lie.
2. Honest people are respected
by others. Family members,
teachers and friends will respect
him because they know they can
count on him.
3. Honesty keeps people out of
trouble.
4. Honesty leads to more freedom.
When you know you can trust
your child, you are more likely to
grant him additional privileges.
Teachers also tend to give more
freedom to students they trust.
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