
Success is contagious. So if your 
child struggles in science, for 

example, point out how well she’s 
doing in another subject. This can 
motivate her to transfer her strengths 
to science, too. 
 Try these ideas: 
• Ask your child what class she 

thinks she does the best in. The  
key is to get her feeling positive 
about what she can accomplish. 

• Have her list some reasons why 
that area is a strength for her. This 
list can be the beginning of a plan 
for doing well in other classes. 

• Add some positive notes of your 
own to her list. Examples could 
be that she is a good listener, she 
doesn’t give up easily or she always 

completes homework assignments 
on time. 

• Brainstorm together and make 
a plan. For example, “One of the 
reasons you earned a good grade 
in math is that you always asked 
questions after class if there was 
something you didn’t quite under-
stand. What do you think might 
happen if you did the same in your 
science class?” 

• Have update meetings. Pledge 
that you and your child will meet 
together once a week for an update. 
Ask her to give you specific exam-
ples of how she used her strengths. 
Talk about the results and discuss 
strategies for where she can go  
from here.

Overcome learning problems 
by focusing on strengths
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Share effective 
note-taking tips 
with your child

Taking effective class 
notes is an important 
skill for middle school  
success—and it’s  
one your child will  

use even more in high school and 
college.
 Share these note-taking tips 
with your child: 
• Be brief. Don’t write down 

every word. Focus on the main 
points and important details or 
examples.

• Develop a system of shortening 
words, using symbols for key 
words, and highlighting phrases 
the teacher emphasizes. 

• Edit notes after class. While  
the information is still fresh 
in his mind, your child should 
read over his notes and expand 
on them where necessary. He 
can even write a short summary 
of the most important points 
covered in that day’s class.  
If he is unsure of something 
he wrote down, he can ask a 
classmate or his  teacher for 
clarification. 

• Study notes. Studying his notes 
each day will help your child 
gain a true understanding of  
the material so he is prepared 
for the next class or test. 
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Your child is growing  
up before your eyes.  
He may look more like 
 a young adult and less 
like a young child. He 

can also understand concepts that 
escaped him a year ago. 
 However, he is still your child  
and not your peer. He needs you to 
be the parent and he should respect 
you and other adults. To promote a 
respectful relationship:
• Insist that your child speak politely 

to you and others. Don’t allow 
your child to talk to you in a rude 
manner. Walk away and tell him 
you will respond when he speaks 
respectfully. 

• Require your child to follow your 
rules. Middle schoolers shouldn’t 
have a huge list of rules, but they 

should have a few important ones 
that must be followed. Agree on 
consequences and enforce them 
every time.

• Do not try to be the cool parent  
in the neighborhood. You should 
be kind and caring to your child 
and his friends, but you are not 
“one of the girls/boys.” Children 
lose respect for parents who act  
like children. 

•  Do not make decisions based on 
what would please your child and  
his friends. They might like it if you 
paid for them all to see an R-rated 
movie, but is it a wise parenting 
choice? Trust yourself as the adult 
and make decisions accordingly. 

Source: C. Giannetti and M. Sagarese, The Roller-Coaster 
Years: Raising Your Child Through the Maddening Yet Magical 
Middle School Years, Broadway Books.
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Don’t fall into the trap of being 
your middle schooler’s ‘friend’

Do you support 
your child during 
homework time?

Share four effective methods  
to strengthen vocabulary

Middle school is a time of 
increasing expectations, 
which may include more 
homework. While you 
should never do home-

work for your middle schooler, you 
should support her effort. 
 Answer yes or no to the questions 
below to find out if you are helping your 
child do her best on homework: 
___1. Do you have a well-lit, quiet 
place for your child to work?
___2. Do you stay informed on what 
your child’s teachers expect?
___3. Do you try to be available during 
homework time as often as possible?
___4. Do you remind your child to use 
homework resources—the internet, 
a study group or a study buddy?
___5. Do you let her teachers know if 
homework is consistently too difficult 
for your child or takes longer than the 
teacher intends?

How well are you doing? 
If most of your answers are yes, you  
are giving your child the right amount 
of support. Mostly no? Check the quiz 
for some suggestions on handling 
homework time.

Building a strong  
vocabulary helps 
students understand  
what they read and  
express themselves more 

effectively. Encourage your child to:
1. Read. Most of what she reads  

should be at her reading level.  
If she likes a book by a certain  
author, encourage her to read  
others by that author. If she has 
a special interest, such as sports, 
suggest that she read a biography  
of a famous athlete. Every so  
often, encourage her to challenge 
herself by reading something 
beyond her reading level.

2. Look it up. The dictionary is one 
of your child’s most valuable tools. 
Have her use it when she encounters 
words she doesn’t know.

3. Practice. Learning the meaning of 
a new word is a great start. But that 
new word will soon be lost to her if 
your child doesn’t use it repeatedly. 
Encourage her to use new words in 
conversation.

4. Speak to adults. When your child 
has conversations with adults, she 
will likely be exposed to new words. 
Don’t “do the talking for her”  
when she is around adults. 

“The more words you  
know, the more clearly and 
powerfully you will think ... 
and the more ideas you will 
invite into your mind.”

—Wilfred Funk
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The way your middle 
schooler hears you talk 
about him to others  
can have a lasting effect  
on him. It can motivate 

him to do his best—or discourage 
him from even trying. 
 To make sure your conversations  
have a positive effect on your child:
• Assume he is listening when  

you speak, even if he doesn’t 
appear to be paying attention.  
Kids instantly perk up their ears 
when they hear their names.  
And your child picks up more  
than your words. He is mature 
enough to take note of the tone  
of your voice and the context of 
the conversation.

• Avoid discussing your child’s 
strengths and weaknesses with  

his brothers or sisters. This can  
fuel sibling rivalry.

• Avoid making negative comments 
about your middle schooler to  
others—especially to other family 
members. Think of how you would 
feel if two people you love talked 
about how lazy you were, right in 
front of you.

• Congratulate him on his great 
grades and sports victories, but 
focus on what’s really important 
to you. Talk about his kindness  
or his sense of responsibility.  
And if you really want to motivate 
him, talk about persistence. Remind 
him of a time that he didn’t give up,  
even when the going got tough.

Source: S. Rimm, Why Bright Kids Get Poor Grades and  
What You Can Do About It: A Six-Step Program for Parents 
 and Teachers, Great Potential Press.

Your words can affect your 
middle schooler’s motivation

Q: My son does well on tests and 
quizzes, but he’s really lazy about 
doing his homework. How can 
I get him to take these everyday 
assignments seriously? 

A: It’s critical that your child  
complete the assignments that  
his teachers give him. Although 
quizzes and tests may have a larger 
impact on his overall grades, it’s 
homework that reinforces his 
knowledge on a daily basis. 
 To help your child take his 
homework more seriously: 
• Tell him how you feel. If you 

haven’t spelled it out yet, do 
so now. “I’ve noticed that you 
blow off your homework quite  
a bit. That’s not OK, so let’s 
figure out how to change the 
situation.” 

• Enforce a daily work time. 
Brainstorm with your child to 
find a time that works best for 
him—and make sure he sticks 
to it. “Your homework session 
starts at five o’clock. No argu-
ments.” If he doesn’t have any 
homework, he can use that time 
to review his notes, get started 
on a long-term project or read. 

• Tie homework to privileges.  
“After you have finished your 
homework, you may go outside 
and play basketball.” To show 
your child you’re serious, be 
sure to check his work before 
taking his word that he’s fin-
ished with everything. 

• Follow up at school. If your 
home strategies don’t work,  
get his teachers involved.  
Let your child know that you’ll 
be checking with them each 
week to see whether he’s turn-
ing in completed assignments.  
If he isn’t, be sure to enforce 
appropriate consequences. 

Some parents try to 
schedule every minute  
of their children’s free 
time in an effort to  
prepare them for success 

in later life. But children benefit from 
enjoying unscheduled time. 
 When days are packed with  
lessons, sports and other structured 
activities, children can become  
overwhelmed and stressed out.  
As a result, they don’t do as well in 
school and are more likely to get sick. 
 To determine if your child might 
be overscheduled, ask yourself these 
questions:
• Does my child have time to play 

with friends? Practices that are 
planned and run by adults don’t 
count. Kids need time to relax and 
just “hang out” with other kids.

• When does my child do home-
work? Does she work on math  
while traveling from one activity  
to the next? Schoolwork takes  
concentration, and that takes time.

• Why is my child in these activities? 
Sometimes, parents are the ones 
who want their child to take a class 
or participate in a sport.

• Does my child get enough sleep? 
Middle schoolers need between 
nine and 10 hours of sleep each 
day. Without that sleep, kids’  
brains don’t function as well. 

Remember: School is your child’s 
most important job. If too many  
activities are getting in the way, ask 
your child to choose only one or two 
activities she truly enjoys. She’ll be 
happier and healthier—and she’ll 
do better in school.

Remember to build some free 
time into your child’s schedule

Questions & Answers
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Your child probably 
knows that a test is an 
assessment of what she 
has learned. But does 
she know that a test is 

also a way to learn?
 Unless your child is perfect, each 
test should be a learning experience 
for her. Educators agree that proper 
review after a test is one of the most 
effective ways to improve scores on 
future tests.
 Your middle schooler will learn 
the most from tests if she:
• Jots down her thoughts about 

the test as soon as possible after 
taking it. What did she struggle 
with? What does she think she 
knew best?

• Reviews the graded test and 
makes notes about which 
answers she got right and which 
she got wrong. Have her cor-
rect the questions she got wrong 
and make sure she understands 
them. If she isn’t sure why some-
thing was marked wrong, she 
should check with her teacher. 

• Recognizes the types of errors  
she made. Mistakes generally 
come in two forms: carelessness 
and lack of preparation. 

• Makes adjustments. To reduce 
careless mistakes, she could read 
each question twice, think about 
the question before answering 
and check her work before turn-
ing in her paper.  
    For mistakes based on lack  
of preparation, the solution is 
probably more studying. Instead  
of cramming, your child should 
study material over several days. 

Help your child 
keep learning 
after the test 

Six strategies can help your 
middle schooler tackle any test

Test success begins with a 
checklist and study schedule

While there are specific ways  
to approach specific kinds  

of tests, there are some general  
strategies that will help your child  
do his best on any test. 
 Encourage your child to:
1. Read the instructions carefully. 

Then he should read them again  
to make sure he knows exactly 
what to do.

2. Underline any direction words 
such as compare, list, describe, 
define and summarize.

3. Skim all the questions quickly 
before he starts and think about 
how much time he can spend  
on each question.

4. Read each question carefully  
as he begins the test. Then he 
should determine what he thinks 
the answer is before he reads any 
choices provided.
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It Matters: Test Success

5. Skip a question if he isn’t sure of 
the answer. He should answer all 
the questions he knows first. Then 
he can come back to the others.

6. Allow time to go back and check 
his answers. Do they make sense? 
Are his sentences complete? 

Middle schoolers have 
to keep track of lots of 
information for each 
of their classes. This is 
especially important at 

test time!  
 It will be hard for your child to 
do well on a test if she doesn’t know 
when the test is, what to study or 
which materials she needs.
 This is where a test checklist  
can help. To create one, your child 
should write down the:
• Name of the class.
• Date of the test.
• Topics the test will cover. 

• Format of the test.
• Materials she needs to study— 

textbook, notes, study guide.
Your child should also create a  
study schedule. To create one,  
she should consider:
• How many days in advance  

to begin studying.
• How much time to devote to 

studying each night.
• How well she knows each topic—

will it take relearning or will a 
review do it?

• What (if anything) to do besides 
reading—perhaps take notes from 
the book or make flash cards.
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