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			“True to its title, this book offers parents a ton of helpful advice for navigating their children’s homework challenges. Brian and Abby come across as calming and reassuring veteran teachers who have seen it all and can point stressed parents in the right direction.”

			—Jon R. Star, PhD, professor of education at Harvard’s graduate school of education

			“I am so relieved that Taking the Stress Out of Homework exists as my kids are on the cusp of elementary school. This book, with its real strategies and reassuring tips, is truly a public service for parents.”

			—nate berkus, creator and host of the nate berkus show and nate and jeremiah: save my house

			“This book will be a road map for some, and a downright godsend for many. Kids—and their parents!—can say goodbye to feeling overwhelmed by homework, stressed by an upcoming test, or buried under an organizational mess. Freireich and Platzer provide dozens of practical tools and actual steps guaranteed to make learning far more successful.”

			—Cara Natterson, MD, bestselling author of Decoding Boys and The Care And Keeping of You series

			“Homework is supposed to exist for children to learn, so why all the family tension and battles surrounding it? Freireich and Platzer have seen it all when it comes to homework battles—from procrastination and falling grades to disorganization and high distraction around homework—and they bring straightforward, compassionate solutions right into your home. In many ways, this book is a dream come true for parents and children alike.”

			—Tovah P. Klein, PhD, director, Barnard college center for toddler development, and bestselling author of How Toddlers Thrive

			“This is the parenting manual I’ve been waiting for. As any concerned, engaged, well-intentioned parent knows, helping kids manage the stress of tests or homework can be rife with conflict. This book has specific, actionable strategies to help both you and your kids be effective, successful, and happy. Isn’t that what we all strive for?! This should be required reading for every parent, distributed through the school system, and treated as an educational bible. I am beyond grateful to have this secret weapon in my arsenal.”

			—Zibby Owens, creator and host of award-winning podcast moms don’t have time to read books

			“I’ve made it my life’s work to find the best academic and educational advice from around the world, and parents across China, Japan, France, England, and, especially, the United States desperately need this book. Taking the Stress Out of Homework is indispensable.”

			—Teru Clavel, bestselling author of World Class: One mother’s journey halfway around the globe in search of the best education for her children

			“As an educator for almost twenty years, I can tell you the top question asked by parents is always regarding homework and how to help with it (and how much help, exactly). This book is, quite simply, a godsend for parents, but for teachers, too. It lays out exactly how adults can assist kids in organizing their assignments and tasks and is packed full of ideas that adults can actually use. For teachers, this book provides answers to those tricky homework questions. I see smiles and sighs of relief in our futures!”

			—Andy Hagon, head of junior school, St. Bernard’s

			“Taking the Stress Out of Homework is a terrific, important book. It convincingly argues that parents need not be subject matter experts to help children master their assignments (breathe a sigh of relief, parents). Instead, it reframes the issue as one of helping students learn the fundamental competencies that underlie mastery: self-management, time management, organization, and study skills. The book is a true gift to parents and their kids alike.”

			—Peter Kuriloff, coauthor of Teaching Girls and emeritus professor of education at University of Pennsylvania
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				INTRODUCTION

			

			Knowing When to Help with Homework and Building Executive Functioning

			How can I help when my kids don’t start their papers until the night before they’re due? What should I do when my son struggles with his math homework? It’s taught so differently than when I learned it! Which standardized tests should my daughter be preparing for, and how?

			We can’t count the number of times we’ve been asked these kinds of questions. As parents, we all want to support our children, but sometimes that’s easier said than done. Maybe the problem is time management—a child feels paralyzed by the thought of starting an assignment, or always runs out of time before a project needs to be turned in. Or maybe it’s organization that’s the struggle—knowing what’s expected, figuring out where to look for assignments, and avoiding distractions. Kids might need extra support understanding a specific topic, but as parents, how much help should we provide? All too often homework can create conflict in a family or stress for the child. It then becomes a source of dread and unhappiness for everyone.

			That’s where we come in. While the goal of homework in education is to support what children are learning each day, it’s also to help them build skills like independence and responsibility, and to teach them how to create productive routines. These skills are essential for years to come, as kids progress from middle school to high school, college, and beyond. Whether your child’s homework load is increasing and you want to set him or her up for success, or homework has become an unpleasant chore for your child, we offer concrete strategies to help. As parents, teachers, and tutors we understand the increasingly complex landscape of education. We wrote Taking the Stress Out of Homework to provide parents with the hands-on practices that we’ve found most successful to manage stressful homework scenarios.

			The first key to navigating homework successfully is assisting your child with the development of executive function skills—those that involve planning and organization. We’ll walk you through when and how to help your child both with executive function challenges and difficulties managing homework content.

			Every child is different and may need different strategies to approach homework, whether it’s the science project that is due in three weeks or tomorrow’s big test. Our suggestions vary according to the age and temperament of the student, the subject matter or situation at hand, and factors that range from kids’ attention spans to whether they prefer practicing their basketball shot, devouring graphic novels, or scrolling through Instagram. Regardless of each student’s individual nature, we always prioritize one paramount goal: building confidence and self-sufficiency.

			FILLING A VOID: TEACHING AND TUTORING

			We were in our late twenties. Abby had been a head teacher in fourth grade for several years; Brian was just a couple of years into working with eighth graders, having previously taught undergraduates at Johns Hopkins. Since beginning our careers, we’d both tutored extensively and were struck by the fact that among students in our classes receiving outside support, those making the greatest strides tended to work with tutors who were teachers themselves. At the same time, we were getting more referrals for independent tutoring than we could individually take on. We looked around for a tutoring group comprised of teachers, but we were surprised to find that in a city with countless tutoring companies, not one worked primarily with tutors who were classroom teachers by trade.

			Filling this void was a no-brainer. Students were in need of experienced educators, and there were exceptional teachers looking to expand their teaching practice outside the classroom.

			Fast-forward to today. Almost a decade after starting New York City’s only tutoring organization where all of the tutors are teachers, we’re writing this book to make the strategies we’ve learned and implemented over the years accessible to all families. Tutoring can be costly, and even parents whose children do have outside support often search between sessions for the best ways to help with homework. After speaking with dozens of parents and colleagues, we saw the need for a resource to provide parents with straightforward, practical tips.

			Our hope—both in starting a tutoring organization made up of teachers and in writing this book—is to help kids gain proficiency and confidence by relying on the process of skill-building, instead of a mind-set of “let’s get to the right answer already so we can be done with this assignment.” Just as important as arriving at the correct answer—if not more so—is that students have an opportunity to navigate the process of managing challenges along the way.

			Students who learn to work through difficulties are better equipped to manage the struggles that inevitably arise both in and out of the classroom. By focusing on the value of process, we as parents can help our children build a deep and sustained foundation for their learning.

			WHEN TO HELP (AND WHEN NOT TO)?

			Though we run a tutoring company, as teachers and parents ourselves, we believe that students should learn to work independently. We see it as our job to guide kids with foundational techniques that will then allow them to succeed on their own.

			Parents are not teachers (unless they are teachers). Your job isn’t to have content-specific knowledge. It isn’t to explain why, in the order of operations, multiplication needs to be completed before addition. You don’t need to know vocabulary definitions or explain the historical events that led to the fall of Rome, and you should never put pencil to paper or fingers to keyboard.

			What parents can and should do is help build habits around homework. Though you’re probably not an expert in all aspects of your child’s curriculum, you have learned how to prioritize and order responsibilities (rent the apartment, furnish it, set up Internet), slow down when faced with a potentially challenging task (program new thermostat), and divide large jobs into more manageable chunks (chop carrots, toss them into salad, insist on kid eating salad, negotiate what “eating” means, painstakingly watch kid eat three bites, relax with a feeling of accomplishment). None of us are born with the executive function skills to prioritize tasks and manage frustration. One of the ways you can best support your child is to help establish strong organizational approaches from an early age.

			EXECUTIVE FUNCTION: THE FOUNDATION FOR SUCCESSFUL LEARNING

			What is executive function in the first place? Executive function skills allow us to make decisions minor and major all day, every day, without even realizing it. Should we brush our teeth or get dressed first? How will we get our kids from school at one end of town to play practice at the other, while meeting a project deadline? Are the soccer socks in the dryer, in the drawer, or already on their feet?

			When teachers talk about executive function skills, they’re referring to all the steps involved in planning, organizing, and following through with tasks. Think of executive function as the project manager in charge of all responsibilities from the time you wake up until the time you go to sleep, from first thinking of ideas to actually executing them. Executive function skills are key to getting homework done effectively and efficiently. One of the challenges is that time constraints in the classroom often mean that teachers don’t have the opportunity to explicitly teach them.

			Every step of executive function—from the inception to the completion of a plan—was tricky decades ago when we were kids, but these steps are even more demanding today. Technology has transformed the way our children do everything, from checking sports scores, to communicating with friends, to figuring out which assignments are due when. While it has simplified some aspects of how they get homework done (online calendars, a homework site with resources, setting alerts and reminders), it has complicated others (social media, texts, YouTube).

			The potential for distraction at your children’s fingertips makes it easier than ever for them to be derailed from completing their work in a thoughtful and deliberate way. Schedules packed with extracurriculars make it even harder for them to find the time to get assignments done.

			Students who lack executive function skills often struggle beginning, prioritizing, and completing their work. They leave it until the last minute. They’re not sure whether to start with their English reading or math homework. Maybe they forget that they had math homework in the first place. Or they have no idea whether they left it in their locker, their desk, or crumpled under a mountain of books at the bottom of their backpack. Without a firm executive function foundation in place, homework can become a battle for your child and, before long, for you as well.

			Central to our philosophy, then, is your child learning how to establish strong executive function skills to organize his or her thoughts, materials, and time. The techniques we use will make assignments that once felt daunting far more manageable. Our practices will assist in solidifying working memory, flexible thinking, and self-regulation, thereby enabling students to make mindful decisions about their approaches to work. Strengthening these skills will not only help your child manage multiple tasks now, but also for years to come.

			THE HOMEWORK STRESS POINT: THE MIDDLE SCHOOL YEARS

			Whether it’s the number of homework assignments, how to get started, or the content, later elementary and middle school years mark a significant stress point for students and also for their parents who are trying to help figure out material they themselves don’t always understand.

			In elementary school, students often have their own classroom desks and concrete guidance about where to put what material. Their teachers walk them through the assignments they should add to their planners. Each subject has a discrete, labeled folder.

			Executive function challenges often go undetected until fourth or fifth grade, when academic demands increase. It is during this time that many students start having difficulty with their homework—whether it’s remembering to bring home the right book, what’s due when, or how to manage their time between basketball practice, their friend’s birthday party, and the newest episode of their favorite show. And all of these executive function challenges become apparent at an age that already has more than its fair share of academic and social pressures.

			Middle school is defined by transitions. Rebecca isn’t in any classes with her best friend, and she bombs her first math test. Henry’s parents have just split up, and he never brings the right materials to the right home to get his homework done. Sarah doesn’t ask questions in class and comes home confused as a result. The list goes on and on. When middle schoolers flounder with organization as their workload increases, executive function skills that emphasize a structured approach become especially crucial.

			In our focus on the late elementary and middle school years, from fourth through eighth grade, we’ll highlight students who experience a range of challenges with their school work. Although the first step should typically be to contact the classroom teacher, we’ll propose specific methods for how you, as parents, can help empower your children by exploring the types of obstacles we’ve seen our own students and tutees encounter.

			But How Can I Help When Homework Is So Different from the Way I Learned It?

			We hear from parents all the time that nothing is being taught the way it was way back when. The bottom line is that you may not know how teachers want their students to solve for a variable, but you can still help your children set themselves up to be successful.

			As we guide you through various homework stress points, we’ll introduce you to former students of ours. Real kids with real struggles. We’ll walk you through problems they’ve faced and offer advice on how to solve them. Though you may not see your child in every one of these examples, we’re certain that there will be enough overlap that you’ll recognize him or her in many of our students’ strengths, challenges, and eccentricities.

			We’ll describe which strategies have worked to improve their organization, planning, reading, writing, and math skills, as well as offer approaches for test preparation. By providing case studies full of methods, techniques, and best practices, we hope to give you pointers on what to do if your first approach isn’t working with your child. No matter the goal—whether it’s that your child does well on a test or simply finishes homework without tears—we’ll explore a range of solutions to the inevitable questions that arise during the homework process. As you read through our suggested strategies, keep in mind that you know your child best, so pick and choose as you see fit.

			Whatever your children’s unique strengths and areas for growth may be, we’ll be with you in supporting their journey to becoming confident, autonomous students who learn as much from asking questions as they do from discovering the answers.
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				CHAPTER 1

			

			Time Management

			Planning Ahead to Avoid Last-Minute Cramming and Tears

			Anthony, Brian’s close friend in middle school, was brilliant. Brian was a good student, but Anthony somehow understood the intricacies of Shakespearean sonnets, algebra, and meiosis the first time a teacher explained them. Anthony never studied and still won nearly every academic award at the end of seventh grade.

			In eighth grade, their classes became more difficult. Teachers assigned harder work and more long-term assignments, research papers, and lab reports. Though Brian spent more time on homework, nothing much changed for him.

			But Anthony’s grades began to slide. While he was still the one everyone asked for help when they didn’t understand an assignment, for some reason, Anthony’s essays were returned with red marks all over them and the occasional “See Me.” Anthony’s parents were exasperated, and previously raucous family dinners at their place became tense.

			At the time, Brian, as a student, didn’t understand what had caused Anthony’s decline.

			It wasn’t until years later when Brian became a teacher that he gained more insight when tutoring Rebecca, an eighth grader. Rebecca and Anthony were remarkably similar: shockingly smart with a history of good grades before experiencing a dip that their parents couldn’t explain.

			It only took one session for Brian to figure out what was going on. He asked to see Rebecca’s planner, calendar of assignments, and nightly homework to-do lists—and there were none. Rebecca had been so successful in previous years that she’d never needed to devise a homework process. Every evening she’d been able to run through the classes in her head and complete whatever was due the following morning.

			When Rebecca’s mother came in at the end of Brian’s tutoring hour, Rebecca reported that she had gotten a bad grade on the major science test she had crammed for the night before. Rebecca’s mother, who was usually quite composed, became exasperated, yelling, “Rebecca, we’ve discussed this a million times! You can’t leave your work until the last minute!” Rebecca stormed out of the room.

			Brian had spoken at length with Rebecca’s mother and knew she was a caring parent who wanted to help her daughter succeed. It hit him that Anthony, too, had struggled because he could no longer do well by winging it. Because he hadn’t put a system in place to plan ahead, he’d been lost when it came to larger assignments. And, equally important, Anthony’s parents didn’t have experience knowing what to do when Anthony didn’t thrive, so they succumbed to their own frustrations.

			Brian wished he’d known the time management strategies that he used in his work with Rebecca to help Anthony fifteen years earlier. We’ll outline them for you here.

			For starters, it’s important to realize that if you tell your child to “go study,” he may have little idea of what effective studying actually looks like. For some students, it involves making lists. For others, it means breaking large assignments into smaller chunks. Most need to do a bit of both.

			Begin by assessing how your child approaches homework in terms of time management, material organization, and his learning preferences. At the introduction of each of the following sections, you’ll find a list of questions to help you identify what kind of homeworker your child is. With these specifics in mind, we’ll offer tailored strategies to guide your son or daughter in establishing effective homework habits.

			The earlier a student builds a framework for best study practices, and the stronger that foundation is, the easier life will be in middle school, high school, college, and beyond.

			THE HOMEWORK STRESS POINT: PROCRASTINATION AND DISTRACTION

			We’ve all been there. The week is nuts. It’s Wednesday afternoon and Rebecca’s parents have found out through Rebecca’s best friend’s mother that Rebecca has a chem test and two papers due in the next couple of days. Rebecca’s father is furious that she somehow found time to post all of her pictures to Instagram yet hasn’t written a word of her paper. As far as her parents can tell, she doesn’t even know it’s been assigned.

			What to do, then? Reprimanding Rebecca may be her parents’ natural instinct, but in the midst of stress, it will only make her shut down or lash out. In our experience, students who feel terrible about procrastinating are more likely to have anxiety and negative feelings that will only fuel their continued procrastination. It’s best for you and Rebecca to take a deep breath and try to figure out how she’s going to manage the tasks at hand. Try to model understanding, even when you’re upset. Having tolerance for challenges will allow her to approach future frustrations from a more positive perspective. Working with Rebecca to identify not only how—but why—her homework habits are suffering will help her transform these habits into more effective ones.

			Does your child:

			
					
					Do everything except what needs to be done?

				

					
					Take forever to complete assignments?

				

			

			Because most of us are programmed to focus more on present than future fulfillment, it’s easy to put off something we dread. Kids who procrastinate almost always do so because they have negative associations or feelings about a particular task. Unfortunately, avoiding assignments usually lowers students’ self-esteem and makes them dislike the topic that much more, resulting in a vicious cycle of procrastination. It’s important both to address why students are procrastinating—what’s upsetting them about the work at hand—and to give them practical tools to manage their time and set priorities.

			THE HOMEWORK SOLUTION: COMBATING PROCRASTINATION AND DISTRACTION

			If you’re worried that your child is the only one in her class who takes ages to get started on her homework, fear not. Students in our classes—and our own kids, too, just like many adults(!)—have found every which way to put off sitting down to tackle the one thing they know they need to get done.

			There are all kinds of reasons that kids avoid doing their homework. Maybe they’re concerned about what a teacher will think or that their work won’t measure up to a friend’s. Maybe they’re distracted by something that happened in school that day. Whatever the case may be, try to figure out what is really making your child crazy.

			What’s stressing Rebecca out in the first place?

			
					
					Fear of what her teacher will think if Rebecca makes mistakes: Rebecca should start off by reviewing work that she feels unsure of. Assure her that asking questions and making an effort are important to her teacher. Take it from us: Teachers see questions as a sign of an engaged, conscientious, and curious student. No matter the teacher’s temperament or reputation, she will respond positively to Rebecca coming to her with sincere questions and hard work.

				

					
					Fear of parental judgment due to bad grades: Remember that although high marks may be important to you, focusing on process and effort is key to your child’s achieving success. Let your child know that it’s not grades you’re interested in as much as creating a process she can rely on for her work. Better effort will yield better results in the long run.

				

					
					Fear of her best friend’s judgment: Rebecca’s parents should encourage her not to discuss grades with friends. Middle schoolers in particular tend to share their marks with one another, and

				

					
					
				

					
					
				

			

			
			
			
			
			
			THE HOMEWORK STRESS POINT: TROUBLE WITH PLANNING

			
			
			
					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

			

			THE HOMEWORK SOLUTION: PLAN STRATEGICALLY

			
			
			
					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

			

			
			
					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

			

			
			
			
			
			
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				
				
				
				
				
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Jada’s Homework Plan for Thursday, October 15

			
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
				
			

			
				
			

			Time Management Strategies for Younger Students

			
			
			John’s Homework for Friday, May 7

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							TO-DO LIST

						
							
							ABOUT HOW LONG SHOULD IT TAKE?

						
					

					
							
							
						
							
							
						
					

					
							
							
						
							
							
						
					

					
							
							
						
							
							
						
					

					
							
							
						
							
							
						
					

				
			

			
			
			
				Which Type of Planner Is Best?

				
				
			
			
			
			
			
			
				
					WEEKLY PLANNER

					
				

				(Hardest → Easiest)

				Monday

				
					
					
					
					
					
				

				Tuesday

				
					
					
					
					
					
				

				Wednesday

				
					
					
					
					
					
				

				Thursday

				
					
					
					
					
					
				

				Friday

				
					
					
					
				

				Saturday

				
					
					
				

				Sunday

				
					
					
					
				

				To Do:

				
					
					
					
					
				

			

			If Planners on Their Own Aren’t Cutting It
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				THE TOP FIVE
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