 3 Out of 2 People Have Trouble with Fractions

Helping your Children Succeed in School
Several years ago our young daughter Savannah came to my husband and said, “Dad, I’m so glad that I live in America.”  When he asked why she said, “Because I would hate to live in the United States.”  On another occasion, our son Josh who was a preschooler at the time excitedly came running to me and announced that he had drawn a lower case triangle and had counted all the way to Z! 

My sister shared the following story. “The other day my son concocted this mixture of mud, water, grass, and chicken bouillon cubes (still in their foil wrappers) and put them in a bowl out on our front porch.  I didn’t pay it much attention until a few days later he was again getting bouillon cubes out of the pantry.  He put them in a cup and came to me and said, ‘Mom, I need some water so that I can grow my big chickens.’  It then occurred to me that he thought that they were chicken seeds.  I faintly remember him asking me what they were and I probably gave a quick answer about them making chicken broth.  It gave me a good laugh.”

Another sister shared a journal entry her seven-year-old daughter had written. “to Day is SunDay and I am storving and there is an haf an awer and Cach is for Desrt and yummy fod is for Dener.  And I now all of my speling wrds.”

Children have a lot to learn.  Educating them can be a daunting task. As parents, we all want our children to do well in school.  We dream about straight A report cards and college scholarships.  We rejoice with our children when they do well and brace ourselves for parent teacher conference when they fall short.  It’s an endless cycle.

Although it isn’t easy, I believe there are several things parents can do to help their children succeed academically.  The goal is more than just getting good grades.  We want our children to receive a well-rounded education that will prepare them for adulthood, gainful employment and a lifetime of satisfaction. That preparation couldn’t start soon enough, but we should avoid taking it to extremes. 

Kathleen Deveny said, “Oftentimes parents get the message that gifted kids can be created through intelligence-enhancing parenting techniques.  Marketers feed into their anxiety such products as Baby Einstein videos and “smart” baby food spiked with fish oil that promise to help transform the average toddler into a high achiever.”  In my opinion, that is going too far. 

Perhaps a more reasonable approach would be focusing on common sense principles.  In an article entitled “Teaching With The Brain in Mind” Eric Jensen explained, “The most important things a pregnant woman can do are eat well, avoid drugs, and keep the stress down.  A developing fetus is very sensitive to stress and poor nutrition.  Most brain cells are produced between the fourth and seventh month of gestation.  At its peak, the embryo is generating brain cells at the rate of 250,000 a minute, or 1.5 million cells per hour.” He went on to say, “We now understand that the first 48 months of life are critical to the brain’s development.  The experiences of the first year can completely change the way a person turns out.”

He continued, “Many of today’s children don’t get the early motor stimulation needed for basic, much less optimal, school success.  Today’s infant is baby-sat by television, seated in a walker, or strapped in a car seat for hundreds of precious motor development hours.  By age four you have essentially designed a brain that is not going to change very much more.  Children need a flood of information.  The flood should not come from television, which often is used as a babysitter.  TV provides no time for reflection, interactions, or three-dimensional visual development.  Parents would be wise to invest the time talking to their babies, speaking in short sentences and pointing out objects that are here, and now, or three dimensional. Infants whose parents talk to them more frequently and use bigger, adult words will develop better language skills.”

I don’t think it’s realistic or even preferable to eliminate TV all together. When used appropriately, TV can provide a mother with the breaks she needs to stay sane. We just need to choose appropriate, educational, uplifting programs when necessary and foster as much personal interaction with our children as we can. We made the hard decision years ago not to get satellite or cable TV or purchase a Wii, Xbox or Nintendo.  That may sound a little conservative, but boy has it made my life easier! Electronics are hard to compete with. The academic benefits of not having those in our home have been huge.

I have had the privilege of being a mother for 22 years.  We have five children ranging in age from 12 to 22.  In addition, I have worked at our local high school for the past five years.  Most of the things I have learned about education have come from first hand experience working with my own children and with the students I interact with each day.

So what tangible things can parents do to help their children succeed?  Interestingly enough, it starts with the basics. Children need adequate rest.  Children three to five years old need 11 to 13 hours of sleep each night, children five to ten years old need 10 to 11 hours, and adolescents ten to seventeen years need 8 ½ to 9 ½ hours of sleep each night. Our job as mothers is to make our children do what they don’t want to do.  Early to bed and early to rise is no exception. Giving them a healthy breakfast and making sure they stay hydrated throughout the day is also important.  It’s hard to focus when you’re tired and hungry.

Providing a stable home life is more critical to academic success than many parents realize.  I’ve noticed that some students don’t do well in school because getting good grades is the least of their concerns.  Some are dealing with divorce, abuse, neglect, poverty, fear, or instability. It takes all they have just to get through life! On the other hand, when children experience stability and security at home, it frees up their minds to focus on other important things.

Parents also need to realize that their attitudes toward education are contagious.  If education is a priority in your life, it will most likely be a priority in your children’s lives. The opposite is also true. Keep in mind that actions speak louder than words.  If you let your children play video games instead of doing their homework, it sends a message.  If you constantly pull your children out of school or let them stay home when they don’t feel like going, it sends a message.  I recently came across an article by Tina Gurrister. She shared some funny notes parents had written to get their children excused from school.  Unfortunately, they had a few clerical errors.  One said, “My sun is under the doctors care and should not take P.E.  Please execute him.” Another said, “Please excuse Blanch from P.E. for a few days.  Yesterday she fell out of a tree and misplaced her hip.”  A third said, “Please excuse Diana for being.”

Working in the school system has made me realize that attendance does matters. If kids aren’t in school, they aren’t learning. Just don’t try for perfect attendance. I once spent an entire year of my life rescheduling orthodontic appointments, postponing family vacations and sending sick kids to school because my son insisted on earning a free scooter at the end of fifth grade! 

Another thing parents can do is to become personally involved in their children’s education. Over the years I have seen the value of building a relationship with my children’s teachers.  At the beginning of the year I introduce myself to them and give them background information on my child.  I let them know how much I appreciate all they do. Teachers are human too and really appreciate any positive feedback they can get. 

When my children were small, I volunteered as often as I could in their classrooms.  It gave me the opportunity to become acquainted not only with their teachers, but with their classmates and the curriculum as well.  I actually knew what they were talking about when they came home from school each day! I tried to be active in the PTA and go on as many fieldtrips as I could.  I was amazed at how much these activities strengthened my personal relationship with each child.  I would also strongly encourage parents to attend parent teacher conferences.  I have learned a great deal over the years from speaking directly to each teacher.

If your child has any special challenges that the teacher should be aware of, please let them know in advance.  We had a boy in one of our classes that wouldn’t say a word.  Half the time he wouldn’t even respond.  We struggled for weeks trying to figure out how to reach him.  I figured he just needed extra attention, so I made an effort to shine the spotlight on him whenever I could.  One day we spoke with some of his former teachers and they explained that their big accomplishment from the previous year was to get him to climb out from under his desk.  They said, “Whatever you do, don’t show him any attention.  It makes him withdraw.”  That would have been nice to know!  

If you feel that your child is dealing with emotional issues or may have a learning disability, get them diagnosed early.  If your child has ADHD, OCD, depression, or anxiety; if he/she is hard of hearing, dyslexic or has physical limitations, sit down with the teacher regularly and discuss ways to help your child.  On the other hand, if your child is intellectually advanced, ask the teacher to provide extra assignments for them so that they don’t get bored in school. Teachers cannot address problems they are not aware of.

I heard a story of a little girl who was diligently pounding away on her father’s word processor. She told him she was writing a story.  “What’s it about?” he asked.  I don’t know,” she replied. “I can’t read.” No discussion of education for children would complete without mentioning the vital importance of reading. Decades of research demonstrate that enjoying reading and reading well are the biggest factors in a child’s school success.  Good readers make great students.  They score higher on achievement tests in every grade, in all subjects, including math and science.  (Dudsen Culbreth, “Rock Solid Readers”) Children who have a difficult time reading will struggle in school and struggle in life.  It is one of the most fundamental building blocks of learning.

Learning to read takes time and it takes you. Reading isn’t something children can just pick up, like learning to talk.  It’s complicated.  But there is nothing more thrilling than opening up that world to a child.  

I’ll never forget December 31, 2000.  Our oldest daughter, Savannah, was four. My husband and I were sitting with her in the living room on a Sunday morning reading Dr. Seuss.  She suddenly started sounding out words.  I whipped out a notebook and wrote simple words - bat, cat, etc. She began sounding them out and soon she was jumping up and down on the couch.  Light bulbs were going off inside her head.  I was surprised at the chill I felt in my spine.  As a first time mom I knew that reading would completely change her world.

The more you read, talk and sing to babies, the greater their foundation for vocabulary and understanding. When your children are young, read to them frequently.  Have them read to you.  Take them to the library often and have books readily available in your home.  Take advantage of library story time and activities.  Let them read books about subjects they are interested in. Share with them things you’ve read and have them share with you.  Most importantly, let them see you reading.

Engage them in conversation.  Don’t just talk to them; talk with them.  Ask for their ideas and their opinions.  At age five, one of our daughters was quite the intellectual.  She was constantly going into long soliloquies on how mechanical things work, etc.  One day she gave me a big explanation of how pea seeds become peas.  Then she said, “I’m not sure if all of that is totally true.  I might have made the whole thing up.”  Then a short time later she said, “Mom, if there’s anything you don’t know, you can just ask me..…but it has to be something I know.”  
Perhaps the best way to foster reading is through example. When I was young my mother would beat us all in the game “Trivial Pursuit.”  She knew every answer, regardless of the category.  Each time I asked, “How did you know what?” she would say, “I read it in a book.”  We as adults should never stop learning.  Since graduating college, most of my education has come from books.  I love to read, and as a result, all five of our children love to read.

In addition to teaching our children to read, we can take advantage of every-day teaching moments that come as a result of the natural curiosity children have about the world. My sister shared the following: “My son has really been into math lately.  The other night after putting him to bed I heard some “Mommy Mommies” and went up to see what he needed.  Usually he wants a drink, to go potty, etc., but this time when I asked him what he needed he said, “Mom, what comes after a zillion and nine?”

Our daughter Paige, age 3, once asked me “Mom, when Jesus comes again and the whole world is on fire, will the policemen and firemen who are driving to put out the fire have to obey the speed limit?” Children are inquisitive and have open minds.  Fill them.
Let’s talk for a minute about homework.  I’m sure you enjoy it as much as I do. I recently came across several memes that we can all identify with.  

There are 3 kinds of people in this world - those who are good at math and those who aren’t.

Math problems are weird; “I had 10 chocolate bars and ate 9. What do I have now?” “Oh, I don’t know, DIABETES maybe?”

Dear Math, Please grow up and solve your own problems.  I’m tired of solving them for you.

Teenager Post #7684 How to do math: 1. Write down the question. 2. Cry

I also came across a poem called, “The Mother’s Homework Prayer”

Please grant me the serenity to accept

 The homework assignment I cannot change

The courage to help my children complete it as I can

And the strength to finish it without either of us ending up in a body bag.

Like you, I would prefer to spend my evenings reading, working on my hobbies and spending time with my husband.  Instead I usually find myself factoring polynomials, graphing exponential functions and trying to memorize the five main cycles of an ecosystem.  I’ve done it for twenty years.  And I’ll be doing it until 2025.  I’ve realized that there is no short cut. There is no substitute for hard work, self-discipline and sacrifice.  But I can honestly say that it has been worth every minute.  As we’ve watched our children graduate and attend college, the rewards have been exponential - not only in terms of scholarships and financial assistance, but also in seeing our children happy and successful.  The dividends are immeasurable. 

If you don’t understand your child’s homework, find a classmate, tutor, or a teacher who does.  There are amazing resources online.  There is even a website called Photomath where you can take a picture of a math problem with your phone and it will walk you through the math problem step by step. Obviously, we wouldn’t want our children to use it to cheat, but if you as an adult have no idea how to help them, it may make a difference.

There are several things parents can do to make homework time more successful.  

· Make sure your child has a planner where he can write down his assignments and upcoming exams each day.

· Create a special, quiet, well-lit place for your child to study and do homework.  Avoid having your child do homework with the television on or in places with other distractions, such as people coming and going.

· Work before play. Let them know that homework needs to be done before watching TV, playing videos games or getting on the computer.

· Make sure the materials your child needs, such as paper and pencils are available.

· When your child asks for help, provide guidance, not answers.  

· Watch your child for signs of failure and frustration.  Let your child take a short break if he is having trouble keeping his mind on the assignment.

· Reward progress in homework.  Always be encouraging and positive!

· Don’t let your child become a walking report card in your eyes. I regret times in the past when I become so consumed by homework and grades that when I saw my child, all I could say was “Have you done your homework? Did you turn in your math assignment?  Did you finish your essay?” instead of saying “How was your day?  How are you doing?” Our children are multi-faceted individuals with many talents and abilities. Even if they are struggling in one area of their lives, we can praise them for making progress in other areas.

· Instill in your children the habit of not studying or doing homework on Sunday.  As they put the Lord first in their lives, he will help them in every other area of life.  I think this habit has brought more academic success to our children than any other.

Keep in mind that not every child is going excel in every subject.  Let me share an article called “A Curriculum Fable” 

Once upon a time the animals had a school. The curriculum consisted of running, climbing, diving, and swimming. All of the animals took all of the subjects.

The duck was good at swimming, better in fact than his instructor. While he made passing grades in flying he was pathetically hopeless in running. Because he was low in running he had to stay after school and drop swimming class to practice running. He kept this up until he was only average in swimming. But average is acceptable so nobody worried about that. Except the duck.

The eagle was considered a problem pupil and was disciplined severely. He beat all of the other animals to the top of the tree in climbing class, but he used his own way of getting there.

The rabbit started at the top of his the class in running, but she had a nervous breakdown and had to drop out of school on account of so much make-up work in swimming.

The squirrel led the climbing class, but her flying teacher made him start flying lessons from the ground up instead of from the top down. She developed charley horses from over exertion at the take off and began getting C’s in climbing and D’s in running.

The practical prairie dogs apprenticed their offspring to a badger when the school authorities refused to add digging to the curriculum.

At the end of the year an abnormal eel that could swim very well, run, climb, and fly just a little was made valedictorian.

-Author Unknown
Students in school are exposed to many subjects and different fields, all of which require different skills.  That’s good.  The trouble comes when we expect a child to be good at all of them.  Some teachers have a way of thinking that all the students in their class ought to be good at their subject.  That’s ridiculous; it would even be humorous if it didn’t make so many students feel inadequate.  Since nobody is good at everything, kids often feel like failures. It’s pretty easy for them to get discouraged. We as parents can be instrumental in helping our children recognize that they have strengths and weaknesses, and help them build upon their strengths.

While some students stumble because of discouragement, others stumble because of a lack of motivation. Like the saying goes, “You can lead a horse to water, but you can’t make him drink.”  As I have interacted with the teachers at my school, I have noticed that almost without exception they are willing to bend over backwards to help any student who needs help.  They’ll come early before school, skip their lunch hour or stay after school if necessary. But there is only so much that educators can do for our children.  Sadly, many students don’t want to take advantage of learning opportunities. 

A few months ago I was figuring up final grades and realized that there were two students with an 89% on the last day of class.  I pulled them into the office and said, “If you want to sit down with me for ten minutes and go over your quizzes, I can bump you up to an A.”  They both said, “Do I have a B now?”  I replied in the affirmative and they both said, “That’s okay.  We’re happy with a B.” I just shook my head. 

Parents also need to help their children balance academic pursuits with extra-curricular activities.  Some students are so focused on academics that they fail to get involved in school clubs and activities.  If I were to ask you what your favorite memories of high school are, you probably wouldn’t mention your math and science classes.  You’d probably talk about your friends on the cheerleading squad, the time your basketball team went to state, or the fun band trip you took.  Those activities are so valuable in helping children become well-rounded individuals.  Not only that, but some activities like music and the arts provide a positive, measurable and lasting academic benefit by strengthening the mind. 

On the other hand, some students are involved in so many extra-curricular activities that their grades suffer and they get behind in their classes. The purpose of education, after all, is to educate students; to help them earn a high school diploma and gain the knowledge that will allow them to develop marketable skills and provide a living for their families.  If they fail to do this, they’ve missed the boat.

Let’s talk for a moment about preparing our children for college.  A few weeks after my husband and I were married, we moved to Walnut Creek, California.  My husband’s family drove out with us to help us move into our new home.  We had only been in California a few days when I volunteered to take two of my sisters-in-law to the mall.  I carefully watched the names of the streets on our way there so that I could find my way home.  What I didn’t realize is that the names of the streets often changed at each intersection.  

As I attempted to drive home, I missed the turnoff and became hopelessly lost.  I had no idea where I was and soon found myself out in the middle of nowhere.  Unfortunately, this was before cell phones so I couldn’t call my husband.  I couldn’t stop and ask for directions because I didn’t know where I lived.  I didn’t know my address or even what section of town I lived in.  I have never been so lost in my life!  It took us forever to get home.  The moral of the story is: if you don’t know where you’re going, you’ll never get there.

I recently read a newspaper article that spotlighted kindergarten students in our area.  Each of them shared what they wanted to be when they grew up and what tools they would need for their profession.  I’ll share a few of them:

Jadon said, “A pirate.  I need to learn how to drive a ship.”  Zack said, “A professional baseball player. I will need a TV and light bulbs and food.” Derrick mentioned he wanted to be a good man and would need a belt, a hunting gun for elk and a bow and arrows. Ariel said “A cheerleader.  I would need those shaky things and the clothes, shoes and stuff to hold my hair when I shake my head.” While these aspirations work well for five-year-olds, seniors in high school need a little clearer picture of their future goals.

We as parents can help our children prepare early for post high school education.  Have them take a variety of classes in high school to help discover their interests and talents. Have them work a variety of jobs. They can even shadow professionals in the area for a day to see if specific occupations might work for them. Most of all, be positive about higher education and the blessings it can bring.  

One night at dinner when our son was six years old, my husband talked about some of the things he did in college.  He told the kids about the time he got to dissect cadavers in medical school.  Tanner must have misinterpreted the conversation.  Later we asked if he wanted to go to college and he said “Definitely not.”  When asked why, he said, “I don’t want to get dissected!”

There truly is so much we as parents can do to help our children succeed in school and in life.  We must keep in mind, however, that doing well academically is just one piece of the puzzle. Kathleen Deveny said, “I’m starting to think being smart is overrated.  We all know adults who are super smart but somehow never learned the basic playground rules about how to play with others.  And while it would be nice if my child turns out to be gifted, it would be even better if she turned out to be kind, confident and happy.”  I couldn’t agree more!

One day while I was having school with our three-year-old daughter, Paige, I asked her what words start with the “K” sound.  She said, “Kitten and Krislyn (her babysitter).”  She then went on to explain, “But kitten has a lower case K and Krislyn has a capital K.”  When I asked her why she was so smart she said, “Because I have a possibility.” All of our children have possibilities. 

Tiffany Gee Lewis said, “Our kids are born with infinite capacity to learn, create and contribute.  If we keep that in mind, and make an effort to enhance their natural abilities, we can let our children shine. Education isn’t going to get any better unless parents do more to expand learning outside of school.  This doesn’t necessarily mean workbooks and flashcards.  What it does mean is teaching kids that the world is a classroom, and you don’t switch from learning to entertainment when the bell rings or when you’re handed a diploma.  If our kids see us learning, they will want to learn.  If we talk about concepts and ideas with enthusiasm, we teach our kids that exploring new ideas is exciting.  We can piggyback off what they are learning in school with library books, videos, trips to museums and good plain talking.  Most importantly, we can teach by example that learning is fun.”

Shannon Williams (2020) talkteachinspire.com

