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IN MEMORY OF

Sandy Wade, my mom, to whom I promised a finished book; Sandy, the hurricane, which dared to hit the day my first draft was due; and the Sandy Hook Elementary children and teachers we will never forget.
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Introduction:
What I Wish I Knew Then


We need a revolution in this country when it comes to parenting around education. —THOMAS FRIEDMAN, The World Is Flat



When my forty-two-pound, forty-two-inch, five-year-old Emily hoisted herself onto that big yellow bus to begin her journey through elementary school, I had a few questions. I was, admittedly, not one of those trusting “just send her to school, she’ll be fine” kind of parents. I was nervous, curious, and, yes, a little intimidated. What really goes on behind those big walls? How has school changed since I went? How do I support my child’s learning? When do I talk to the teacher? What can I do to make sure my daughter—both my daughters—get the best education possible?

Besides having a baby, one of the biggest milestones in this parenting journey is sending our children off to school. I devoured parenting books on what to expect when my kids were little. But as I watched my oldest head off to kindergarten over a decade ago, my nightstand sat empty. I had no trusted resource to guide me through those emotional and important elementary years, no book to coach me on how to be involved in my kids’ education or what to expect. I did find lots of books on education—the problems with it, what makes effective teaching, urban-suburban performance gaps, the perils of standards-based testing—all written by educators, for educators. And I found books on parenting related to education—the child with behavioral issues, what to do when your child doesn’t like to read, and grade-by-grade curriculum books.

But where was the book to help me navigate the vast and intimidating world of schools so I could better understand my role as a parent in my kids’ education? I scoured the library, spent hours in bookstores, and searched online, but found nothing that gave me the insight I was seeking. And it didn’t take me long to discover that elementary school is a winding, and sometimes frustrating, journey—unless you understand the system. But it takes a few years to figure that out and when you do, it’s often too late, or you find yourself dealing with your next child who has completely different needs. I needed to know what I didn’t know.

So while other moms became soccer, swim, and scout moms (and I thank them all for doing that for my kids), I raised my hand to volunteer in the schools. And one position led to another. By the end of my two daughters’ six-year journeys through elementary school, I had served in just about every role possible, from PTA president and school council cochair to classroom parent (seven times) and grants chair for an education foundation. I cleaned chick cages for science and spent hours talking with teachers. I was a crusader for causes like smaller class size and a school-wide directory, a member of numerous district-wide committees that changed policies, renovated schools, and searched for new administrators and superintendents. I became a “school mom,” and in the process, I learned a few things about schools and education. Some considered me the lowest paid employee in the district; others thought of me as a persistent change agent challenging the status quo. And now that I’ve been through those elementary years, I want to share what I’ve learned with you so you don’t have to figure it all out on your own.

I came to understand the ins and the outs of schools, what goes on behind the scenes, what’s working—and not working—in our complex, overburdened, bureaucratic system. I also began to see how parents and educators often work toward the same goal, but don’t always connect. I frequently see the need for more education for parents and better communication from schools. To help bridge this gap, I cofounded a nonprofit in 2006, a parent education organization on the South Shore of Boston (www.​the​parent​connection.​org) to connect parents, teachers, and kids. As director of this group, I’ve worked with more than sixty parenting and education professionals and presided over parent education events on topics ranging from bullying and raising resilient kids, to the importance of play and the future of schools. I’ve read well over a hundred parenting books and mounds of research on parenting and education. When I started working with parents and educators one on one, I discovered how important parent involvement is to a child’s education, what it takes to turn kids on to learning, what motivates and frustrates teachers, and what motivates and frustrates parents.

Through my insatiable need to know and understand, I became the go- to parent on schools and education in my community and beyond. Nearly every day I get specific questions from parents on everything from who to talk to about what, classroom situations, conflicts with teachers, dealing with homework, getting more academic support, and social issues on the playground to general questions about schools, testing, and education. I also help administrators connect to or communicate with the community on various issues. Not long ago, while I was working with a group of parents and educators, a teacher jokingly said to me, “ML, whose side are you on, anyway?” The truth is, I’m not on any side. Part of the problem in education today is that people see sides. Let’s not forget, in the end, this is about the kids: no sides, no blame. The blame game must be the enemy. Parents and educators need each other if we’re serious about giving our children the best education possible. We need to work together. But most importantly, we need to respect each other.

How This Book Came to Be

One day about four years ago, I was coaching parents on a technique I call the Power of P3—showing them how to talk to their son’s teacher so she could hear their concerns rather than their anger (more on this in chapter 5). At the end of our conversation, the dad said, “Thank you. You’ve helped us a lot. Have you ever thought about writing a book on schools?” A lightbulb went on. Maybe I could write that book I never found. Friends, family, and educators encouraged me. The final motivation came while reading Thomas Friedman’s The World Is Flat. When I read his words “We need a revolution in this country when it comes to parenting around education,” I knew what I wanted—what I needed—to do. I closed that book and wrote the outline for this book.

Five years and many focus groups, workshops, and interviews later, I’ve written the book I needed but couldn’t find when my oldest daughter started school over a decade ago. I’ve written it for busy parents who don’t have time to figure out the system or read lots of books on parenting or education, for parents who know the basics but aren’t sure how to put them into practice or how to advocate appropriately in each situation. I’ve written it to give you what it took me years to figure out: knowledge of and insight into schools and education, with all their social, emotional, and academic parts. This book gives you the perspective and tools you need to be involved with your kids’ education in meaningful ways. It offers guidance on how to support your children throughout their journeys, especially during these elementary years, the years when their foundation for learning is built. It teaches you how and when to talk to teachers, how to deal with bullying, guide homework without meltdowns, and connect to what your kids are learning. It helps you discover how to build the confidence and competency of your kids, create bridges with schools, and move past the proverbial conversation of “How was school today?” “Fine” to make sure your kids do have the most successful elementary school experience possible.

Most parents instinctually know it’s important to connect to their children’s education, both at home and at school. But schools can be funny places. On the one hand, they say they want parents involved and encourage them to become partners. On the other, despite well-intentioned efforts to become welcoming, responsive institutions, some schools continue to be unfriendly, alien bureaucracies. And on the parent end, the fears we harbor, or the approaches we take, often undermine our best intentions. As parents, we’re concerned because our children’s futures are at stake. But too much, too little, or misguided involvement can negatively affect a child’s appetite for learning and a school’s culture as well.

How to Use This Book

The Parent Backpack for Kindergarten through Grade 5 is divided into three parts. Part one provides you with the big picture—the insights and perspective you need to be involved in your kid’s education in the right ways. These first four chapters give you a solid foundation for understanding your child’s journey, where education stands today, the important role you play as a parent, how to get involved, and what to expect. Part two gives you the background, practical tips, and tools you’ll need to navigate the many different phases you’ll discover as a parent of an elementary student—from learning to read to managing the social-emotional journey and communicating with teachers. Part three provides you with everything you need to know to support your children’s learning at home, including how to fuel little brains and bodies, end homework battles, and coach your kids on advocating for themselves.

If you’re feeling eager to jump ahead to a chapter that deals specifically with an issue that you need help with now, by all means, do that. This book can be read from beginning to end or by skipping around to relevant chapters. Be sure to read the first few chapters so you gain an understanding of the system, where it’s been, where it’s headed, and why your role in your child’s educational journey is so crucial. It’s important to understand where things stand and what to watch out for so you can be an effective advocate for your child.

Throughout the book, I share stories about real kids, real parents, and real teachers who have grappled with the same questions and situations that you might be experiencing. The names have been changed, but all of these stories are based on situations that I either experienced or heard about in consultations, interviews, or focus groups. Each chapter also ends with a list of Top Ten Takeaways. These are key summary points from each chapter: what to consider, to avoid, and to do. You can refer back to these takeaways after you’ve read the book. They are the reminders that we all need—that I still need—no matter how hard we try to parent well around education. It’s not always easy to do, especially in this busy, activity-crazed world we live in, but it is doable.

Getting involved in your child’s education today is tricky. No matter what zip code you live in or what school your child attends, there has never been more controversy about how we educate our children. Most of our schools struggle with test-driven mandates, higher expectations, underfunded budgets, and teachers who need more support. Add to this our hypercompetitive culture, and it all adds up to growing tension and fear among parents, teachers, and kids. Tension that trickles down even to our kindergarten classrooms. Expectations for student achievement turn some reasonable, levelheaded parents into unreasonable watchdogs, who often watch the wrong things, while other parents run the other way and hope for the best.

Our world is changing faster than our schools. Connecting to our children’s learning has never been more challenging—or more important. Our system has become so overburdened that in most schools, we parents have to advocate for our children more than ever before. But how we do that makes all the difference. The more parents we have who support education and advocate for their kids’ needs in effective ways, the better our schools will be. It’s up to parents and teachers to work together so that our children do get the best education possible.

I hope that The Parent Backpack helps to bridge the gap between parents and teachers. I hope it inspires you to support, encourage, and guide your children to do the best they can, knowing that their best will look different every day, and to cherish those questions that keep your kids’ curiosity alive. I hope the tools in each chapter help you advocate effectively for what your child needs. Most of all, I hope The Parent Backpack helps you discover and celebrate the joy within your child’s journey.
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CHAPTER 1

Understanding Your Child’s Journey


A love of learning has a lot to do with learning that we’re loved.
—MISTER ROGERS



Think back for a moment to your child’s first and most influential teacher. The one your child connected with early on—that caring person who made a difference. Who was that person? A day-care provider, a preschool teacher, a kindergarten teacher?

The answer is … none of the above.

Your child’s very first teacher is you. As the parent—mom, dad, or primary caregiver—you are and always will be your child’s first and most influential teacher. You guide, coach, train, nurture, or instruct your child on what not to do, what to do, or how to do it, every day. There is no person more influential in your child’s journey than you. You celebrated her first step, taught him that first word, and showed her how to ride a bike. You know his strengths. You understand her quirks. This innate, primal love and connection to your child marks the beginning of your journey together. It’s the “gut” that guides you through the years. It’s the “mama bear” or “papa bear” instincts within you, guarding, protecting, and nurturing your baby.

For most of us, “parent as teacher” is a learned concept. But learn it we must, because it takes three things to make sure our children get the best education possible: parent involvement, great teachers, and high expectations. The most important part of this equation is parent involvement, and the most important teacher in that mix is you. And it stays you long after you send your kids to kindergarten.

The role you play in your children’s education—both formal (in school) and informal (what happens around family and outside of school)—is huge. Much bigger than most of us realize. Did you know that the average eight-year-old spends 1,170 hours a year in school versus 3,500 waking hours at home? That’s more than three times as many hours at home than at school. When you take into account weekends, holidays, and summertime, children spend 14 percent of their time at school, 33 percent sleeping, and 53 percent at home or in the community. What you say and do—or don’t do—regarding school, teachers, and education influences your child’s attitudes and behaviors around learning in significant ways.

Your Child’s Mind: The Difference You Make

Your role in shaping your child’s mind, especially through the early elementary years, is crucial. The fact that you’re reading this book means you already realize the important role you play in your child’s schooling. The key is how you use that influence at home with your children and at school with their teachers. The level of education you have doesn’t matter as much as your attitude, the quality of time you spend with your kids around learning, and how effectively you advocate for their needs at school. This is far more important than having a college degree or knowing the right answers on their homework. It’s about attitude and making a commitment to be involved in your child’s education in meaningful ways.

Why You Need This Book

The Parent Backpack will equip you with the skills, perspective, and strategies you need as a parent to connect to your children’s learning and their teachers so your kids can thrive. This first chapter will walk you through what you can expect along your child’s elementary journey with all its social, emotional, and academic parts. It also gives you a framework to understand and appreciate your child’s uniqueness. In chapter 2, I’ll give you some big-picture perspective and insights on the state of education today and the impact that has on your child. In the remaining chapters I’ll discuss each aspect of your child’s education from reading and extra support to homework and technology.

I’ve divided chapter 1 into three parts. First, I’ll talk about your child’s journey, the importance of reading, and the social-emotional issues that come into play. Next, we’ll look at the classroom, the importance of play, and the typical milestones your child will hit from kindergarten through grade five. Finally, I’ll share the different temperaments kids are born with, the different ways children learn, and how to identify your child’s learning style.

The Winding Journey

Will jumps up from the table to show his dad the story he worked so hard on. Proud of his five-sentence paragraph, he waves the three-hole punched paper inches from his dad’s face. “Dad … Dad, read my story!”

Will’s father glances at his eager son, adjusts his glasses, and begins to read. He stumbles on the second sentence about a boy’s dog. “Geez,” he wonders. “Why is Will still making backward b’s and d’s at the beginning of second grade?” He continues to read until he notices another letter reversal—a backward p. He remembers that Becca, his older daughter, never did that.

Concerned that Will is regressing, he points at the mistake. “William, is this a b or a d? You’re old enough now to get these letters right.”

Will’s face falls. “But Dad, my teacher says it’s okay if we still mix up b’s and d’s. Did you like my story?”
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It’s every parent’s fear. Your child isn’t keeping up with other kids, or worse yet, may have something “wrong” with him. As much as we try not to stress about where our kids stand or compare them to other children—cousins, siblings, friends, or neighbors—it’s inevitable that we’ll do both. It’s human nature. Because every child’s journey from kindergarten through grade five looks so different, it’s easy to get tangled up in details, like backward b’s and d’s. It’s easy to lose sight of what matters most.

Your child’s journey through elementary school is like a winding river. Imagine viewing this river from above as it twists and turns from one grade to the next. Each child’s river looks unique as it ebbs and flows from kindergarten through grade five. Some kids stop at every interesting point, others glide right through the bends and curves, while still others need a buoy to help them stay afloat. Even sibling rivers differ in remarkable ways. Our role as parents is to accept our child’s winding river, to be on the bank, offering support, a guiding hand, comforting words of encouragement, and an occasional nudge. This is not always easy to do, because we’re often tempted to push or pull them through. As you look down on this river, another teacher on the opposite bank instructs, engages, and inspires your child. For the next six years, you’ll share your child with these other teachers. That’s why making connections and building a bridge to that other bank will make your child’s elementary education the best it can be.

This river of learning is as social and emotional as it is academic. At times, the water is calm; other times, it’s rough. Friends and classmates will begin to influence your child’s thoughts and behaviors from kindergarten on. This shift from family to friends will follow a natural progression to independence, but it won’t always be easy. Some teachers along this journey will inspire your child to create, invent, think, and dream. Other teachers will strengthen your child’s resilience and test coping skills you never knew your child—or you—had. And there will also be an abundance of screens, activities, and homework vying for your kid’s attention.

There will be highs and lows throughout this journey, and about a foot of growth to show for it all, give or take an inch or two. Your children will learn to read and write—some early, some later on. They will learn how to work with others. They will learn how to learn. With the right mix of support and learning at home and at school, a five-year-old’s natural curiosity will blossom into a fifth grader’s love of learning. There will be tears. There will be joy. There will be challenges. There will be moments you’ll treasure, days that you’d like to forget, and weeks that you’ll never forget. You’ll experience good years and hoping-next-year-will-be-better years. But I hope there is mostly joy. I’ve learned that if you guide your child’s journey from the bank rather than push or pull him through his river, you are much more likely to experience that joy.

By the end of this chapter, I hope you will visualize your child’s winding river and smile—without wishing it were a straighter, more “perfect” journey like that of the neighbor down the street. I hope you can picture yourself on the banks of that river, guiding, reading, and supporting your child throughout her winding journey while building a bridge to the teacher on the other bank.

Getting Ready to Read: A Waterfall of Words

The current that carries your child through this river is reading. During the elementary years, reading, writing, and listening are known as literacy—or emergent literacy. Just as every river begins with a source, your child’s educational journey began with the words and language he’s been exposed to from birth.

I think of this source as a waterfall of words: language that you shower your child with every day. The richer and deeper the words, books, and experiences are that make up this language, the sooner your child will begin to read and move confidently along her journey. The conversations, language, and books your child is exposed to from birth to age ten shape the student she will become. The more time you spend talking with your children, explaining what you’re doing as you do it, trying new experiences, reading with them (not just to them) in a fun and engaged way, and sharing stories, the better start they’ll have in kindergarten and the easier they will learn to read and move from grade to grade.

Curiosity and reading, combined with some discipline, provide the foundation for learning and a successful journey through school. So the more you interact with your child in a positive way, at any age, about what they’re reading, what they’re seeing, and what they’re thinking, the more likely they are to become a reader, a critical thinker, and a student who loves to learn.

If you’re experiencing pangs of guilt wondering if you’ve done enough reading or started early enough, you’re not alone. All parents look back and question what they did and didn’t do. But know that it’s never too early or too late to read with your child regularly, to talk to your child about what you’re doing, to try new experiences, and to ask questions along the way. I’ll talk more about the different stages of reading and how to spark a love of reading in your child in chapter 6, but the point to remember is this: the waterfall of words that you create, the source of language, experiences, and stories, provides the current for your child’s river and keeps it flowing forward. Just fifteen minutes a day makes a difference—a very powerful difference.

The Social-Emotional Waters

It was a tough day for eight-year-old Jeremy. He started out the day anxious about riding the bus to school for the first time. Every day for the first month, his mom had driven him to school. Sitting alone on the bus made this new experience even scarier. Then, later at lunch, a new kid joined the boys’ lunch table and Jeremy felt excluded from his buddies. When he returned to class after lunch, he found a substitute continuing the math lesson he didn’t understand the first time around. That’s a lot for a more reserved child like Jeremy. When he got home, Jeremy realized he forgot to write down his math homework, which meant he’d receive an “oops” sticker tomorrow. Jeremy hit his wall. Lucky for him, his mom was there to empathize with his flood of feelings and accept that his twenty-minute meltdown needed to happen. His mom knew this wasn’t just about homework and the “oops” sticker. Eventually, Jeremy bounced back, now a little more resilient for having survived a rough day.
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A critical part of your child’s school day is the social-emotional journey. Understandably, some parents overlook or discount its importance because when report cards come and portals report grades, we tend not to pay as much attention to areas that aren’t quantified or measured. On a typical school day, your child is one of hundreds of children funneled from one activity to another, from one group to another. These transitions are made multiple times a day. Dozens of five- to eleven-year-olds move from bus to classroom, from recess to lunch, from literacy to math, and then to a different classroom for science. They head down to the gym for physical education, return to the classroom, and then back to the bus again—every day. And along the way—in hallways, at tables, on the playground, and in classrooms—kids jockey for position, friends come and go, and feelings get hurt. Kids don’t learn in a vacuum; they have emotions and feelings that play a big role in what and how they learn.

It’s a daily schedule charged with emotions, stress, and social encounters that would send many adults into a tailspin, let alone a child still learning to navigate these social-emotional waters. Your child worries about making mistakes, being ridiculed or left out, and not meeting expectations—yours or the teacher’s. Our children’s social-emotional challenges are sometimes hard for parents too, because they can cause us to reexperience our own childhood school years, or bring to light what we’re seeing versus what we had hoped to see.

WHAT’S UNDER THESE WATERS?

Your child’s social-emotional learning is rooted in three areas: getting along in a group setting, making and keeping friendships, and being able to exercise some self-control. Let’s take a closer look at each of these areas.

The first area of social and emotional development is how your child gets along in a group setting. This is not a playgroup-size crowd or the neighborhood clan or even twelve to fifteen soccer players. Instead, this group setting involves two dozen children with wide ranges of temperaments, personalities, and learning styles that form a class. Some may have learning disorders or disabilities. In this diverse setting, children begin to learn more about themselves. They begin to understand who they are in relation to others. Does your child empathize with how others feel? Does he share? Does she use words when she’s mad? Does he stand back and observe or jump right in and play? Most teachers agree that a child’s demeanor looks and feels quite different in a classroom setting than it does in a smaller size group.

The second area is your child’s ability to make and keep relationships with friends. Are there one or two children your child connects with? Are these relationships that you can help nurture? Though childhood friendships will ebb and flow, they are still an important component of your child’s day. Having at least one school friend and feeling connected in a positive way helps keep a child motivated to learn and more confident about navigating the social-emotional waters.

The third area of your child’s social-emotional world is her ability to exercise self-control, that is, to self-regulate. Does he use words to express his feelings? Does she know how to ask for what she needs? Because a child’s ability to follow directions and make good decisions often predicts future success in school, let’s take a closer look at the area of self-control, also known as self-discipline.

The Role of Self-Control
 (aka Social-Emotional Intelligence)

In the 1960s, a researcher at Stanford University conducted a now-famous longitudinal study called the “marshmallow test.” Walter Mischel put four-year-old children in front of a marshmallow. He told each of the children that they could have one marshmallow now, or if they waited fifteen minutes, they could have two. One-third of the kids (the “nondelayers”) ate the marshmallow within thirty seconds. Another third waited as long as they could before eating it. The final third (“the delayers”) were able to wait the full fifteen minutes and received two marshmallows.

Mischel then tracked these kids through high school and into their forties. In 2011, he reported that the delayers group scored on average 210 points higher on their SAT tests and had fewer behavioral issues in school. This experiment showed us that kids who could control their impulses and imagine the marshmallow as something other than good to eat (a few turned it into a cloud) realized greater success in school and life. The kids who ate the marshmallow immediately ended up having difficulty paying attention, solving problems, and maintaining friendships. So the ability to control impulses at an early age and follow directions ends up being among the most critical skills your child can develop in life.
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Your child’s ability to calm herself, understand emotions, and communicate feelings are skills that, alongside reading and math, are needed to succeed in school. A child who is impulsive, anxious, or angry will likely have difficulty learning no matter how skilled the teacher is. Impulse control and decision-making abilities are formed in the frontal cortex of our brains—an area that continues to develop through the early twenties. Some school districts now provide social-emotional skills training, but many do not. It’s our role as parents to nurture these qualities in our children and work on them every day. Given the astonishing statistics showing how much more successful children are when they are able to delay gratification, exercise self-control, and then follow directions, it’s clearly important that we as parents figure out how to help them develop these fundamental skills.

The most important thing we can do as parents to help our children in this area is to model the behavior we want to see in them. That’s easier said than done, I know, with our busy, stressful schedules. Especially when kids push our buttons—or, rather, when we allow them to do this. Children’s inborn temperaments also contribute to their behavior and that’s important to understand. (We’ll talk more about children’s temperaments on this page.) One example of where we can help our children learn self-control is with their homework. Guiding children in learning how to break down their homework or project into smaller tasks so they don’t get overwhelmed or frustrated helps them control their emotions and navigate expectations successfully. We’ll talk about homework and organization in chapters 12 and 14. We’ll also explore the social and emotional world of kindergartners in chapter 4, how to ensure your kids are confident and connected in chapter 8, and how to deal with bullying in chapter 10. Lots of areas touch on children’s social-emotional learning throughout elementary school because it’s a critical part of their journey. For now, let’s turn to academics.

Higher Expectations and Child Development

The expectations for kids in elementary school today are higher than ever. While this is generally a good thing, it comes with a cautionary note. As children progress from one grade to the next, they become more independent thinkers. They learn to read fiction, nonfiction, and poetry with fluency and insight. They learn to write with voice and persuasion. They become masters of numbers, from addition to geometry to algebra. Kids reason and process information in a more logical way as they make their way toward middle school. By fifth grade, as they enter the world of preadolescence, they think in more abstract, hypothetical ways. But in the attempt to raise the bar on academics in elementary school, we—parents and teachers—cannot forget the important role that play provides in a child’s development.

Letting Our Kids Play to Learn

A well-respected twentieth-century child psychologist, Jean Piaget, discovered that children are born with a natural desire to learn. They are innately curious about objects, people, and life around them. They possess a deepseated, intrinsic motivation to explore and to understand. And with that motivation comes a natural ability to act out what they see, hear, and learn in order to make sense of it all. This is why kids play house, school, doctor, farm, gas station and dress-up. As they try on different roles, navigate social situations, and attempt to solve problems, they are processing and learning about life—through play. Unstructured play is a child’s work, both at school and home.

Kids don’t have to learn to play—they naturally play to learn. Through open-ended, simple toys—like blocks, Play-Doh, LEGO bricks, chalk, farm animals, trucks, dolls, and puzzles—children explore and discover what works and what doesn’t work through their own trial and error. Children learn by controlling the toys, rather than voices or buttons directing them on what to do next. Children are also naturally wired to conquer a concept. That’s why they love I SPY games, computer games, and the Highlights Hidden Pictures. Kids thrive on repetition, which explains why they want to read the same book again and again or watch the same scene of a movie fifty-seven times. They want to master the words, the action, and the characters. They practice what they’ve learned, feel competent, and then eventually move on to something harder. This internal motivation is also what naturally drives kids to explore electronics: just like a book, they want to discover what lurks beneath the buttons and screens, to learn it, master it, and then—when they’re ready—move on to something else.

To a child, the heartbeat of learning is play. The more children learn through play, the more their natural motivation to learn will thrive throughout the elementary years. But today there’s a significant issue with learning and problem solving through play: kids don’t do enough of it. Too much of their out-of-school time is structured—just like it is in school—with sports and activities. Kids learn best through unstructured play because it fuels their curiosity and imagination, builds problem-solving abilities and competencies, and fosters their social-emotional skills. Our kids are desperately seeking good old-fashioned play and it’s up to parents to carve out time to make that happen.

Free time for unstructured play—without adults directing—makes kids more resourceful, optimistic, and self-motivated. It also helps them discover what they like and don’t like, where their strengths lie, and the kind of kids they work best with. This is why project-based learning is an effective practice in education today and why it is integrated into the Common Core standards (I’ll explain these further in chapter 2). Project-based learning—hands-on, experiential learning—is all about problem solving. Kids are given a question that must be answered. They are excited to figure it out and engage in the learning.

I had the pleasure of hearing Dr. Kathy Hirsh-Pasek, author of Einstein Never Used Flashcards: How Our Children Really Learn and Why They Need to Play More and Memorize Less, give a talk when my nonprofit organization hosted her a few years ago. Dr. Hirsh-Pasek suggests we have three goals as parents when it comes to supporting our children’s play: (1) making sure there is enough downtime in our busy family schedules so kids can engage in unstructured play; (2) joining in our children’s play—but only when invited—so you contribute to their world, guide them, and ask more questions; and (3), exposing them to a limited number of simple, open-ended toys—those without buttons and prescribed directions that dictate how to play. I find that organizing toys on shelves instead of piling them inside toy boxes also helps promote play. Rotating toys in and out of circulation keeps kids excited to see and use them again.

Children’s natural curiosity and need to understand the world around them begins to wane by third grade—the age when social issues start to mean more than learning. Giving your children a strong foundation of play early in the elementary years helps to instill a love of learning and a motivation to keep on learning, the pillars of success for students. Enriching your children’s learning through activities, music, play, and conversations keeps you connected to your kids, what they’re doing in school, and their desire to learn beyond workbooks and study guides. As you encourage and support your children’s play and learning, you’ll find it helpful to know more about what to expect at each grade level for your child. So let’s take a look at the specific milestones your child will reach along his elementary journey.

Grade-Level Expectations for Your Child

First, a word of caution: remember that each child’s river of learning is unique. Each month, each week, and each grade will look different for all children, even if they’re in the same class. Oftentimes, children take a few steps back before they make a big leap, just as they do when they jump off a diving board. These are general benchmarks based on the current Common Core standards for literacy and math. I have included social-emotional expectations and organized all skills by two-year increments because some children will meet them sooner while others will meet them later. Expectations for organizational skills are discussed in chapter 14. Remember, our role as parents is to be on that riverbank to encourage, support, and nudge when necessary rather than to push or pull them along. All children will hit these milestones in their own way, in their own time.
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THOSE BACKWARD B’S AND D’S

Many kids reverse the letters b and d, p and q. This trait is expected in kindergarten and first grade and often continues into grades two and three. Some kids even write entire words upside down or backward. While reversing letters could be a sign of dyslexia (discussed in chapter 9), it’s most likely a developmental phase that a child will outgrow. If your child still reverses letters toward the middle of third grade and there are other signs of reading issues, bring this to the teacher’s attention, if it hasn’t been flagged already.

If your child recognizes the letter mix-up and wants to “fix it,” reinforce that it’s natural to make this mistake so he doesn’t get anxious over it. One way to help with the confusion is to use the “bed” method. With the b as the headboard on the left and d as footboard, the letters form the ends of a bed. Another way to distinguish between b’s and d’s is to make two “thumbs up” and then turn your fists in toward each other to form a b on the left (because it comes first) and a d on the right. Try it yourself.

But remember, on its own, mixing up these letters is developmentally appropriate and nothing to worry about until third grade. It’s their journey, remember, full of twists and turns. It’s our job to be patient—to encourage and guide them and offer support from the banks.
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WHERE DID KINDERGARTEN GO?

Despite the importance of play to a child’s development, kindergarten curriculum is now more academic than ever before—with half-day programs squeezing as much as possible into two and a half hours. Understanding whether your child is developmentally prepared for kindergarten—socially and emotionally—and what type of experience you want for your kindergartner are important issues that deserve a chapter of their own. We’ll explore these and other aspects of kindergarten in chapter 4.

FIRST THROUGH SECOND GRADE

During these pivotal years, most children learn to read fluently. Toward the end of second grade, as their fluency and comprehension improves, they are reading to learn. First and second graders also develop a sense of numbers—addition and subtraction, basic geometry—and gain an understanding of themselves in relation to their community. By the end of second grade, your child will likely master the following knowledge or skills:

Social-Emotional


    •  Sit in a circle, listen for thirty minutes, and comprehend two-step directions

    •  Recognize and identify feelings in oneself and others

    •  Identify and practice cooperative skills like sharing or empathizing

    •  Express anger in appropriate ways, most of the time

    •  Work together in a group in class or at recess without conflict, most of the time

    •  Understand that the desire to win, be right, and be first won’t always be realized



Literacy (Reading and Writing)


    •  Read sentences fluently with expression and comprehension

    •  Use decoding strategies for difficult words

    • Know up to two hundred sight words (high-recognition words that don’t follow typical sounding out rules)

    •  Make connections between ideas and begin to expand vocabulary

    •  Use strategies for comprehension and begin to use a dictionary

    •  Write complete paragraphs with capitalization, punctuation, inventive spelling



Math


    •  Count and recognize numbers up to one thousand

    •  Know addition and subtraction math facts through twelve

    •  Add and subtract up to one thousand; compare and contrast numbers

    •  Start to tell time to the hour and half hour

    •  Count change

    •  Know how to use different coins to make ten cents, twenty-five cents, and one dollar

    •  Master two-digit addition and subtraction



Science and Social Studies


    •  Understand living things and their environments—oceans, human body, matter

    •  Experiment with concepts of electricity, magnetism, sound, temperature

    •  Report on scientists and their discoveries

    •  Participate in a science fair

    •  Understand oneself in relation to family, boys, girls, and community



THIRD THROUGH FOURTH GRADES

This is when children become students. They read and analyze more complicated texts, including nonfiction and poetry, and they write longer and more persuasive documents. In math, they master multiplication and division and begin working with fractions and decimals, and they begin to understand the scientific method. By the end of fourth grade, your child will likely master the following knowledge or skills:

Social-Emotional


    •  Understand cause and effect; realize that choices have consequences

    •  Want to be part of a group or clique; become more competitive with peers

    •  Recognize discrimination, exclusivity, not treating others fairly in a group

    •  Want immediate rewards; can be cooperative and empathetic

    •  Worry about competencies



Literacy (Reading and Writing)


    •  Read independently and comprehend longer chapter books

    •  Use strategies to infer meaning in a story

    •  Understand nonfiction, poetry, and fiction

    •  Write longer compositions with structured paragraphs and proper language use

    •  Think more critically and independently

    •  Write persuasively with evidence-based arguments



Math


    •  Know multiplication and division facts up to twelve

    •  Multiply and divide two digit numbers

    •  Add and subtract three-digit numbers

    •  Understand basic fractions; add and subtract decimals

    •  Start estimating and reasoning

    •  Complete long division

    •  Tell time; make change up to ten dollars

    •  Begin to understand geometry and two-dimensional shapes



Science and Social Studies


    •  Understand electricity, energy, and matter

    •  Recognize historical figures of the United States

    •  Learn about other world cultures

    •  Know the state capitals, geography, and how to read maps

    •  Classify organisms



FIFTH THROUGH SIXTH GRADE

As fifth and sixth graders become more independent and able to advocate for themselves, they continue to strengthen their reading fluency and comprehension. They sharpen their critical thinking and analytical skills through writing and research, and progress to more advanced math concepts, including prime numbers and algebraic order of operations. They also study earth science, American history, government, and health. By the end of fifth or sixth grade, your child will likely master the following knowledge or skills:

Social-Emotional


    •  Show much more independence; test limits

    •  Become more dependable and trustworthy; monitor homework assignments

    •  Begin to accept responsibilities for mistakes and failures; understand “fairness”

    •  Show more interest in peers, music, clothing, and socializing

    •  Struggle to balance heavier workload in school with activities and friends



Literacy (Reading and Writing)


    •  Analyze characters, plot, and structure of books

    •  Read newspapers and current events and write or present opinions on events

    •  Learn phases of outlining, writing, revising, editing

    • Write research reports with several sources, Internet, and reference books

    •  Continue to read more challenging fiction and nonfiction books

    •  Increase vocabulary



Math


    •  Learn about prime numbers

    •  Learn basics of statistics: mean, mode, median, and range

    •  Add, subtract, and multiply fractions

    •  Calculate perimeters and areas of triangles, rectangles, and other shapes

    •  Become skilled at mental math

    •  Learn order of operations in algebra



Science and Social Studies


    •  Study American history, Constitution, Bill of Rights

    •  Understand branches of government

    •  Identify landmarks around the world

    •  Learn about the human body: cardiovascular, skeletal, and reproductive systems

    •  Begin basic chemistry and physics

    •  Understand our solar system and planets

    •  Learn about ecosystems, global warming, and other environmental phenomena



Kindergarten through grade five are your children’s formative years—the time period when your children develop the values, beliefs, and behaviors that you want to instill. The social-emotional and academic skills that your children acquire during these key years will serve them forever. Our role as parents—to guide, support, and nurture these values and skills as we walk along the bank of our children’s river of learning—is critical.

A New Way of Teaching and Learning

If these milestones and expectations seem overwhelming to you, the structure of today’s school day and the atmosphere in which our children learn will probably seem different to you as well.

Michelle and her first grade daughter, Emily, race to the corner to catch the school bus, just in time. Waving to her daughter, Michelle catches her breath and then turns to answer another mom’s question about how her first day of volunteering in the classroom went yesterday. “Well, I was impressed with the teacher,” said Michelle. “Lots of the kids aren’t reading yet, but they still understood the story just from talking about the pictures. But the classroom seemed so, I don’t know, lively, I guess. Kids were up and down, and in small reading groups, working from different word charts or big books. It seemed as if they were constantly talking and moving around. It’s so different from when we went to school and the teacher just stood at the front of the class.”
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Your child’s classroom looks quite different from what you remember twenty or thirty years ago. The days of desks lined up in rows with the teacher standing at the head of the class talking 90 percent of the time has given way to better practices. When you walk into an elementary classroom today, you’re more likely to see tables with four to six chairs or desks pushed together to form table groups. After giving a twenty- to thirty-minute class lesson, often using some form of interactive technology (you’ll learn about this in chapter 11), the teacher will usually break kids into groups or centers, check in on students’ progress, reteach in different ways to connect with kids at different levels of understanding (called “differentiating instruction”), correct work, ask questions, and redirect behavior.

You’ll hear kids discussing questions or working problems through on their own and conversing with classmates. A best practice today in kindergarten through grade two is small or close reading groups where students read—aloud, with a teacher, or silently—and work on decoding strategies, blending words, fluency, or comprehension. Project-based learning is also an effective way to prepare our children to function in our smaller but global world. Now, it’s more about letting the learning unfold and be experienced versus filling a student’s brain with information.

A typical school day in elementary school is divided into blocks of core academics and “specials,” with recess and lunch sandwiched in between. Specials include art, music, physical education, and library (now referred to as a “media center” or “instructional media center” in some schools) and are typically held outside the classroom, rotating one per day. Blocks of academics usually last thirty-five to sixty minutes. Literacy subjects (reading and writing) and math are taught every day while social studies and science are taught less frequently. Literacy is often held twice a day. Some schools introduce a foreign language in the early elementary grades because research suggests this is the optimal time for a child’s brain to learn another language. Core academics are usually taught in four- to six-week subject units or themes. Expecting your child to know what day of the week she goes to gym and needs to wear sneakers, when she goes to the library and needs to return her library book, or what day she needs her recorder or violin is a great way to encourage independence—and take the burden off you.

As project-based learning plays a bigger role in schools today (more on this in chapter 11), the academic divisions are blurring as instruction becomes more integrated. This means your children may read a biography on George Washington during literacy when they’re studying the Revolutionary War in social studies. Similarly, spelling words are more likely to be part of this theme, giving kids multiple connections to the same subject.

Your Child’s Temperament

Now that you understand the critical role of reading, the social-emotional parts of your child’s journey, and grade-level expectations, let’s turn our attention to your child’s unique personality.

There’s a widely held belief in child psychology—based on the research of psychiatrists Alexander Thomas and Stella Chess—that children are born with one of three different types of temperaments or dispositions. These temperaments are believed to be hardwired and play a significant role in your child’s behavior. Some kids fall in between temperament types, but generally, your child will lean toward one of these three:


    •  The easy-to-raise child who is flexible, stays on course, listens well, and makes most parents and teachers look fabulous.

    • The more cautious, slow-to-warm-up child who prefers to first observe a new situation, a new toy, a new food, or a new lesson.

    •  The spirited, strong-willed child, who may be more difficult, intense, and extrasensitive to noises, clothing tags, or visual details, and who tests parents or teachers on a good day.



In addition to these temperaments, children may be more social or more solitary in their quest to understand the world around them. You may also find that certain temperaments fit into your family’s lifestyle easier than others. I was blessed with children who touch each temperament, so I’m forever morphing my words to motivate a different child in a different way, some days more successfully than others.

Accepting your child’s unique temperament with all the good and the challenge that comes with it is the first step to supporting and encouraging your child’s education. This is one of the hardest jobs we have as parents because we’re so prone to comparing and labeling our children. Labeling our kids—beyond the basic understanding of their inborn temperament—can have damaging, long-term effects on their mindset and their self-esteem, especially in the early school-age years.

Children are more likely to learn how to navigate the social-emotional waters when Mom or Dad understands their unique temperament. When we empathize with our kids and help them identify how they’re feeling, they are more likely to be able to handle the ups and downs that come their way. Whether it’s frustration, disappointment, hurt, or anger, children need help in identifying and labeling their feelings. Showing ongoing support for your children’s efforts and progress rather than criticizing outcomes helps, too. I’ll talk more about this in chapter 8. Once you understand your child’s temperament, it’s also helpful to understand your child’s learning style.

Getting to Know Your Child’s Learning Style

Cara’s and Abbey’s moms stand on the lacrosse field talking about their girls’ third grade teacher, Ms. Knight. “I like her personally, but Cara doesn’t like the way she teaches,” explains Cara’s mom. “She uses those shapes and manipulatives, or whatever they’re called, for math lessons—like little kids used in preschool. Cara just wants someone to explain the lesson, not show her how to do it with blocks.” “That’s funny,” responds Abbey’s mom. “Abbey loves that she teaches like that—in a hands-on kind-of way where she can see it. She understands it better. I’m like that, too.”
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Just as each child’s journey is unique and each child has an inborn temperament, each child learns differently, too. Understanding and honoring your child’s learning style can make a big difference in his success, at school and at home. A learning style refers to how a person processes and best comprehends information. How a child learns also affects basic listening and comprehension skills as well as homework and studying skills. Showing kids how to tap their strengths as a learner is an insight they’ll use for a lifetime. Three primary types of learning styles—visual-spatial, auditory-language, and kinesthetic-physical—are widely recognized. Most children (and adults) learn in a combination of ways but lean toward one style. Keep in mind your child’s temperament will also influence her learning style. See if you can recognize your child—and yourself—in one or more of these learning styles.

THE VISUAL-SPATIAL LEARNING STYLE

Visual-spatial learners remember best through what they see. They visualize words as images and learn best through pictures, by creating an image or watching a video. They tend to like charts, diagrams, maps, and puzzles. Visual-spatial learners prefer to see—to draw pictures, write things down, and watch—rather than talk or act in class. They can be well organized and tend to like reading. They usually notice details. They may lose patience when oral explanations go on too long. They may daydream in class as they visualize what they hear or think. When you need to go somewhere, it’s usually more effective to show young visual learners on the clock that you will leave when the big hand points to the six rather than telling them, “We’re leaving in ten minutes.”

Visual-spatial learners learn best by seeing concepts as images or words written down. They study best by flashcards, highlighting in colors, creating

THE AUDITORY-LANGUAGE LEARNING STYLE
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