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This book is dedicated to Jane Booth-Clibborne, an
inspiring teacher and friend, with grateful thanks for all
her help in its preparation.


‘Education is not the filling of a bucket,
but the lighting of a fire.’

W.B. Yeats


INTRODUCTION

As a caring parent, I am sure you are already doing all you can to help your child through school. Even so, there are bound to be occasions, perhaps following a disappointing end of term report, when you wonder whether you are both achieving all you could.

If so the questionnaires below could provide part of the answer. All you have to do is rate the statements below on a scale of 0 to 3 where 1 means not true at all, 2 means true to some extent, and 3 means completely true.





	My child …
	Score



	Is happy at school.



	Succeeds in his/her studies.



	Has little difficulty learning new subjects.



	Reads fluently for his/her age.



	Writes and spells well for his/her age.



	Has an excellent memory.



	Has great powers of concentration.



	Enjoys mental challenges.



	Is creative.



	Is rarely made anxious by his/her studies.
	Total __________






 



Your check list




	I know how to …	 



	 	Score



	Boost his/her confidence over difficult lessons.	 



	Improve his/her handwriting and spelling.	 



	Teach him/her to learn and study more efficiently.	 



	Enhance his/her memory for facts and figures.	 



	Resolve homework difficulties.	 



	Show him/her how to develop thinking skills.	 



	Increase motivation for school work.	 



	Overcome anxieties about learning.	 



	Enhance creativity and imagination.	 



	Encourage a positive attitude towards school.	 



	 	Total _______







How did you do? Full marks – 30 out of 30 – on both lists? If so congratulations. Both you and your child are clearly exceptional and the practical guidance offered by this book will be of little or no relevance. But if, like most of the parents who have completed these questionnaires, your scores fell somewhat short of perfection, don’t worry. Virtually every child has some problems in learning and every parent has difficulties in helping them realize their true potential in class. What a painful experience that can be!

You may know your child is falling behind and the misery this failure is causing. You may long to offer practical help but not know how best to set about it. One father told me he felt like a poor swimmer seeing his daughter drowning at sea yet was unable to do anything about it. ‘I desperately want to mount a rescue but just don’t know where to start or what to do.’ When your child is floundering in schoolwork or drowning during homework wouldn’t it be wonderful to know exactly how best to save them? My purpose in writing his book is to help you do just that. After reading it you should be able to show your child ways of improving their:

1. Number skills.

2. Spelling and handwriting.

3. Reading.

4. Ability to remember and recall new information more easily and accurately.

In addition to these basic classroom skills you will also know how to produce your child with:

5. Increased motivation.

6. A stronger, more positive, self-image as a learner.

7. Greater confidence and self-assurance.

Giving your child the chance to choose

In a world where examination passes and school achievement are an essential passport for success, achieving children have a far better chance of choosing their path through life. We can never know how many opportunities are lost in childhood or how many adults look back with regret on what they might have achieved in life had their intellectual potential been realized while still at school. Never has the challenge been so great, the rewards of attainment more exciting or the penalties for intellectual inadequacy so terrifying.

Experts agree that mankind has embarked on the most mentally challenging era in human history. As American futurologist John Naisbitt has remarked, ‘We now mass-produce knowledge and this knowledge is the driving force of our economy.’ By using the methods I describe, you will be able to influence your child’s development in a positive and constructive manner. By helping your child through school you will also be helping him, or her, to confront the challenges this future poses and immeasurably increase his, or her, chance of enjoying a happy and fulfilling adult life.
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CONQUERING THE HIDDEN FEARS OF LEARNING

Learning is a risky business. Every time you attempt anything new there is a danger of making mistakes and being made to look, and feel, foolish. In a school, not long ago, I watched a timid 13-year-old being sarcastically informed he was ‘pig stupid’ for giving an incorrect answer in a history lesson. Needless to say his fellow pupils greatly enjoyed this marvellous joke, sniggering and honking like pigs in appreciation of the teacher’s wit.

Even without such a public humiliation, children can still be left feeling bad about getting things wrong. The frown of disappointment on the face of a favourite teacher, a parent’s unspoken but unmistakable dismay over low marks, the child’s sense of failure at having let themselves down by doing poorly in a test or exam. These less obvious, but no less hurtful responses, reinforce in their minds the dangers of taking risks when learning. Often the difference between setting off along the road to school success or down the path to scholastic failure, turns on a single event. An incident so apparently trivial, it may pass virtually unnoticed by the adult concerned.

A few years ago, while visiting an American school, I sat in on a class of 12-year-olds struggling with algebra. The teacher posed a problem and, as so often happens, a few hands instantly shot up, their owners’ faces glowing with confidence and eager to answer and hoping she would single them out for the honour of showing everybody else how clever they were. Other children looked uncertain, hands half rose, wavered, then descended. The faces of these youngsters registered conflicting emotions: a desire to put their understanding to the test combined with apprehension over getting the answer wrong. The remainder, especially those seated furthest from the front, crouched lower over their desks, studiously avoiding the teacher’s eyes, clearly terrified she would ask them.

In the event she called on one of the waverers, a fair-haired girl whose hand raise had been among the most tentative, to provide an answer. Uncertainly she did so. ‘That’s right,’ the teacher said. ‘That’s correct!’ ‘It is?’ for a moment the girl seemed stunned. Then her face broke into a joyous smile. ‘I got it right.’ What she learned here, of course, was far more than how to solve an algebraic equation. The girl had taken a vitally important learning step that morning. Although she would probably never realize just how significant it was, or appreciate the difference it might make to her life. Chatting to her after class, she told me: ‘I always believed I would never understand. Now I think perhaps I can.’ This made it much more likely that the next time that 12-year-old was faced with an unfamiliar problem she would see herself as sufficiently capable of rising to the challenge to take a chance.

The difference between an achieving child and one falling behind in class often comes down to just this: a greater readiness to take risks. For her the outcome was positive. But what of the remaining youngsters in that class? Those confident that they knew the answer were, perhaps, disappointed at not being able to demonstrate their superior ability. Those who did not have a clue merely confirmed their pessimistic belief that algebra – like so many other subjects – must forever remain an impenetrable mystery. Others, the majority, remained in learning limbo. Knowing when they didn’t understand but not convinced they would ever understand.

Some might get a lucky break and prosper. They would discover, perhaps through their own efforts or maybe as a result of meeting an inspirational teacher, that learning and understanding were well within their grasp. Others, less fortunate, would fall behind further and further until they joined the ranks of the unqualified, and uncomprehending.

This transition from being a ‘can’t know’ to a ‘don’t know’ or a ‘don’t know’ to a ‘can’t know’ can be one of the shortest and most crucial intellectual journeys a child ever makes. For the ‘don’t knower’ the world remains open to learning and filled with possibilities. For the ‘can’t knower’ it is a closed book. A world filled with impossibilities. ‘I don’t know how to do this,’ says the confident, risk-taking, youngster. ‘But I can learn.’ ‘I can’t know how to do this,’ says the child who has learned to fear taking risks, ‘so I will never learn.’ We all start life as a ‘don’t knower’, never as ‘can’t knowers.’

No baby is ever a can’t knower

All babies are natural scientists performing countless experiments in their attempts to bring sense to what American psychologist William James described as the ‘booming, buzzing confusion’ of the world around them. ‘What happens if I drop this rattle once, twice, twenty times?’ ‘What happens if I splash my spoon on the food?’ ‘What happens if I try to stand up?’ ‘What happens if I tear this paper?’

Gradually, through a process of almost endless trial and error, their surroundings start making more sense, becoming more ordered and more predictable. Unfortunately, as children get older, they learn an additional and most unhelpful lesson. They learn to regard failure not as an inevitable but trivial consequence of learning, but as something more important than learning itself. As something so frightening that it is best avoided, even at the cost of remaining ignorant. They come to appreciate the implications of such remarks as: ‘John is so clever. He picks everything up very quickly,’ or ‘Martin is slow. He tries his best, but his younger sister runs rings around him intellectually.’

Before long children confuse what they know with who they really are. That is:


A bright child.

An average child.

A stupid child.



They also learn this damning equation:

Success = Good, but Failure = Bad.

Success is obviously ‘good’ because it means praise, admiration, respect, being applauded and talked to in a warm, encouraging way. It means feeling confident and pleased with yourself. Failure is just as clearly ‘bad’ because it brings humiliation, embarrassment, indignity, scolding, accusations of laziness or not trying hard enough. It means being pitied, patronized or cast onto the educational scrap heap. It means feeling so bad about yourself that your only defence may be to stop caring what parents or teachers think, and seek out friends who share your contempt for learning and confirm your view that school is a waste of time.

Children who come mid-way between confidence and uncertainty are trapped in what psychologists term an approach-avoidance conflict. The desire to learn and demonstrate that knowledge is counter-balanced by a fear of failure. As a consequence they are reluctant to take risks while learning.

There’s nothing strange or unusual about this. It’s our normal reaction when running scared. We play safe, keep our heads down, stick with what we know. Such children fail in school not through stupidity but because they are smart enough to realize that it’s safer to avoid mistakes than to take the risk of making them. Who teaches them this fatal lesson? We all do. Parents, teachers, friends, relatives, even casual acquaintances.

I was in a shop recently when a boy, aged five or six, came in to buy a magazine for his mother who stood waiting by the door. He strode in looking pleased and proud to have been trusted with such an important mission. Striding up to the counter he asked for the magazine. The shop keeper handed it to him and held out his hand for payment. The boy opened his purse, which was one of those with a tray for loose change, and started picking out the coins. He was doing very well, and I was impressed by his grasp of money and counting. Unfortunately the shop keeper was impatient. ‘Oh, for heaven’s give it here …’ he commanded and snatched the purse. He took his money and gave the purse back. The boy who had entered the shop so confidently left on the verge of tears. ‘Kids!’ said the shop keeper and gave an awkward laugh, the way people do when inviting you to become a fellow conspirator in some act of ill manners.

What had the boy learned from that brief encounter? That he was too little to deal with responsible things like buying and paying for goods? Probably. But there was another lesson taught in that shop as well. That learning to get things right is not enough. You have to get them right fast.

After accuracy, speed of response is what we most admire. Nowhere is the cult of the fast fact more dramatically illustrated than in quiz programmes such as Mastermind. Here the contestant has to answer obscure questions on arcane subjects against the steadily beating clock, and in circumstances calculated to produce the maximum anxiety.

Fast, correct answers. It’s the same in most schools. Research suggests that having asked a child a question, most teachers wait, on average, no more than 5 seconds for the answer, before either turning to another child or providing it themselves. Five seconds for the child to gather his, or her, thoughts, summon their courage and venture an answer with all the risk that entails, or else stay silent and branded as ignorant by default.

Examinations, of course, are the ultimate expression of timed recall. Two hours, three hours, or whatever to come up with solutions to problems, write essays, gather your wits and generally show how smart you can be. What a change from babyhood to childhood. A shift from:

Learning = Taking Risks = Making Mistakes = Understanding.

to:

Learning = Avoiding Risks = Fast Answers = Being admired, respected, perhaps even loved and wanted.

No wonder so many children quickly come to regard school learning as more painful than pleasurable. You may not be able to change all that. But you can make a difference. A difference sufficiently great to transform not only your child’s opportunities for successful understanding, but the amount of enjoyment and fulfilment he or she finds in their 15,000 hours of compulsory education. This book is a practical guide to help you to make that difference.

The title Help Your Child Through School seeks to convey two slightly different, but equally important and ultimately convergent, messages. The first meaning is, of course, how to encourage your child to do well in school. Not because exams, grades and marks are the only things that matter, and certainly not to make your child smarter than other children. But mainly because realizing his or her true intellectual potential significantly enhances your child’s confidence, self-image and self-esteem. That is not to say exams are unimportant. Perhaps they ought not to matter as much as they do. But make no mistake, they really do matter.

Exams are, increasingly, becoming an essential passport to almost all worthwhile work. Our industrialized world is already cruel to the unskilled and unqualified. In the years ahead it is set to become even harsher. The second meaning in my title is to help your child by becoming an active partner in his, or her, education. Working not in competition but in collaboration with their teachers.

How you can do it

If you have unhappy memories of your own school days, then the prospect of helping your child with lessons and exams may appear daunting. But there’s no reason to feel that way. For a start providing the necessary help does not depend on having a Mensa level IQ or on completing higher education. Having worked with parents over many years, it is my experience that adults who have striven hard to understand often make the best teachers.

If you understand something quickly and easily it is usually far harder to appreciate why others find it such a struggle. An experienced motorist finds changing gears, manoeuvring through traffic, judging distances, even that bane of the learner driver’s life, the hill start, present little or no difficulty. In this confident state it can be very hard to recall how much of a problem all these once seemed. How many mistakes were made, and how hard the skills were to perfect. A problem, once solved, seldom poses much of a challenge.

The same applies to school work problems. Adults who instantly see how to answer a question are likely to become impatient with a child struggling for insight. Even when able to suppress irritable comments, your body language will still betray you. Your child will know you feel annoyed, puzzled and perhaps disappointed by their inability to come up with the right answer. And such knowledge will inevitably erect yet another emotional barrier along the road to learning. If you have a job making sense of something, you will have far greater understanding and sympathy for children going through the same painful process of learning and discovery.

The second reason not to be daunted by the task, is that none of the methods described in the following chapters are like formal lessons at all. In fact they are unlike any either you, or your child, will have ever seen before. One of the key ideas behind this book is to encourage children to learn for themselves and by themselves. Because we all learn fastest and most efficiently when relaxed, entertained and motivated, the powerful skills described here can be mastered easily and enjoyably.

Later in this book I shall be explaining how to exploit ‘learning opportunities’, moments when your child’s brain is primed and eager for knowledge, most effectively. By providing facts and figures at these psychologically sensitive moments, you can not only double the amount of information remembered and the accuracy with which it is recalled, but greatly increase your child’s desire for further learning.

Questions and answers that enhance your child’s mind

Another key to successful learning and teaching is the asking and answering of questions – something you almost certainly do many times each week. Yet this commonplace family activity is rarely used to maximum effect.

Did you realize, for example, that by asking ‘How?’ or ‘Why?’ rather than the more usual ‘What?’ questions you will enhance thinking and reasoning skills without investing a single extra minute of your time?

Games and puzzles make learning fun

I shall be offering many games and puzzles which enhance your child’s mind naturally and enjoyably. These can be played alone, or shared with the rest of the family. You will find many of them ideal for making constructive use of time which would otherwise be squandered, such as during journeys or on wet Saturday afternoons. Fantasy Films, the game described here for instance, takes only a few moments to master and is fun to play, yet it can boost the speed and accuracy of your child’s memory by up to 100 per cent.

Those crucial three Rs

With the emphasis in education increasingly focusing on regular testing throughout your child’s school career, it is more vital than ever that he or she becomes proficient in the basic skills of reading, writing and arithmetic. These are important not so much in themselves, but as essential learning tools without which little knowledge can ever be acquired.

Some 75 per cent of formal learning, for instance, takes place via reading. Here parents can play a major role in developing fluency. Research suggests the progress of children helped to read at home often exceeds that of youngsters receiving guidance from specialist teachers at school.fn1

Developing your whole child

Classroom attainment is not just about intellectual success. It is also, crucially, about your child’s feelings. The motivation, self-image and anxieties aroused by learning challenges. Perceptively the Chinese use a symbol for intelligence incorporating both heart and head. For centuries they have appreciated the powerful role which the emotions play in successful learning. Yet we, in the West, have tended to ignore the way a child feels about their studies.

Given two children of equal intelligence, one motivated and self-assured, the other apathetic and anxious, there will be no contest between them. The confident, anxiety-free child’s work will far outpace that of the no less clever but much less confident youngster. So unless your child feels emotionally positive about school studies, wants to learn, to reason, to think and to create, the years invested in full-time education will be largely wasted. He or she will either fail to realize their true potential or achieve success only at a high emotional cost.

This was brought home to me some years ago when a mother sought advice about her teenage daughter who was hopeless at arithmetic. She was headed for exam failure in a subject vital to her future happiness. Without a good grade this otherwise achieving girl was never going to fulfil her ambition of becoming a doctor. ‘We’ve given her endless coaching, but she gets worse, not better,’ the mother explained despairingly. ‘Why can’t she learn?’ Why indeed? She was certainly intelligent enough to understand the concepts. But, like millions of children and adults, she had a block. A block which the endless hours of extra tuition had actually made worse.

Because number problems made her so anxious (I shall explain the key role anxiety plays) learning was essential to reduce her intense fear of figures, increase her confidence and provide the motivation to tackle these challenges before any progress could be made. Which is why I will be showing you not only how to help your child with the essential classroom skills, but also offering practical advice on ways of improving motivation, creating a strong, positive self-image and reducing handicapping anxieties.

Which children most need help through school?

My research has identified four types of child who can most benefit from parental help.

1. The Fear of Failure Child, who often makes a bright start when starting school but fails to realize early promise.

2. The Could Do Better Child, who gets only average marks and examination grades although teachers and parents are convinced he or she has the ability to enjoy considerable classroom success.

3. The Needs Stretching Child, who has too much ability for his or her own good, and as a result gets quickly bored and may behave badly in class.

4. The Overly Anxious Child, who frequently gets off on the wrong foot from almost their first day in school and then has great difficulty making up lost ground.

Despite clear evidence that positive involvement in learning makes a vital difference to their child’s success in school, some parents are still reluctant to offer that help. Not because they are uncaring, too busy or lack confidence, but from their firm belief that how well, or badly, a child does in class has little to do with upbringing and everything to do with their genes.

Do children inherit their brains?

Glance around a play group and you will immediately see the extent to which children of a similar age differ. There will be tall ones and short ones, some with blue and others with brown eyes, plump youngsters and skinny ones. You will also notice considerable differences in the way they relate to others. Some are bold and confident, taking the lead in inventing new games. Others are timid and tearful, only joining in reluctantly. Finally they will differ in mental agility. Given a problem to solve, some are quick witted while others struggle to make sense of it.

The question is, to what extent do these obvious differences depend on inherited characteristics? Most physical differences are controlled by the genetic blueprint. This determines whether a child has his father’s chin or her mother’s eyes.



Genes in action

Forty-six thread-like structures, chromosomes, in the nucleus of every cell, contain thousands of genes. Genes carry information ‘written’ in deoxyribonucleic acid or DNA. This blueprint tells the cell what kind of proteins to manufacture. Genes come in pairs, one from you and the other from your spouse. Identical twins, from the same egg, have exactly the same genetic make-up.



Even with physical characteristics, however, upbringing does have a role to play. A baby given insufficient food during the first few years of life may remain small and underweight throughout life, even though the genetic blueprint should have produced a tall, well-developed child. Emotionally deprived children may also be stunted, even when given enough to eat. The condition, termed deprivation dwarfism is believed to result from abnormal sleep patterns inhibiting the production of growth hormones. The terrible pictures of Romania’s cruelly neglected orphans are a tragic illustration of what happens to youngsters deprived of both food and love. But while everybody agrees that genes determine skin, eye and hair colour, the extent to which personality and intelligence are inherited is a far more controversial issue.

This debate between the naturists who believe intelligence to be largely inherited and nurturists, who consider upbringing more significant, has been long and bitter. The man credited with sparking the ‘is intelligence inherited?’ controversy was Francis Galton, a cousin of Charles Darwin. In his book Hereditary Genius, published in 1869, Galton made three crucial distinctions.

The first was between intellectual abilities and temperamental and moral qualities. The second, between the inborn or inherited tendencies which underlay each of these. The third between special abilities, or ‘faculties’, and a super faculty which ensured maximum efficiency in everything a person says or does. ‘Without a special gift for mathematics,’ he explained, ‘no man can become a mathematician; but without a high degree of general ability he can never make a great mathematician.’ From this distinction was born the notion of an innate, general, intellectual factor.

Three years later, in his Principles of Psychology, a book he claimed to have dreamed up while ‘reclining in a boat on the Serpentine,’ Herbert Spencer replaced ‘intellectual factor’ with ‘intelligence’ and the word quickly caught on. Although Francis Galton suggested methods for measuring intelligence it was a French educationalist, Alfred Binet, an ardent admirer of Galton, who created the first widely used intelligence test. Later, William Stem, a German psychologist, hit on the idea of dividing a child’s mental age (measured using the test) by his chronological age to provide a measure of his ability. Four years later, an American psychologist, Lewis Terman, removed the fraction produced by Stem’s method by multiplying the result by 100. This gives us the Intelligence Quotient or IQ.

Here’s how it might work. A child aged ten who solves test problems at the level of a 12-year-old, is said to have an IQ of 12/10 × 100 = 120. On the other hand a 12-year-old only able to solve problems at the ten-year-old level will have an IQ of 10/12 × 100 = 83. Clearly a 12-year-old who completes tests designed for his age group, but fails at the higher level























THE ABC OF LEARNING

This is a rapid reference guide to key ideas and facts in education.

Alternative education. Education is compulsory. Schooling is not. Some 70,000 parents teach their children at home. You must satisfy your Local Education Authority (LEA) that you can provide an ‘efficient’ full-time education ‘suitable’ for your child’s age, aptitude and ability. Children attending a State school must be deregistered, by writing to the head teacher and LEA. Contact Education Otherwise for further information (see Useful Addresses)

Anxiety. When appropriate it helps keep your child safe. If inappropriate or excessive, it damages self-esteem and impairs performance. Usually, produces such bodily symptoms as a rapidly beating heart, dry mouth and upset tummy. The mind may be filled with panic-stricken thoughts. Problems linked to chronic anxiety include bed wetting, disturbed sleep, poor appetite and increased risk of physical illness..

Apathy. In usually active and enthusiastic children may be due to the onset of a physical illness. Poor diet, an allergy, or insufficient exercise could also be to blame. Often stems from anxiety, perhaps caused by an inability to cope with school work. Equally, bright children, finding lessons all too easy become bored and frustrated. Around puberty hormonal changes produce high stress levels which sap the energy and create negative attitudes.

Autism. Characterized by an inability, or unwillingness, to communicate with others – including parents. Symptoms include social withdrawal and a liking for rhythmical movements; rocking, whirling, jumping. Autistic children are often educationally retarded even when of above average intelligence.

Backwardness. Refers to children whose basic reading and arithmetic skills fall below levels of achievement of those of a similar age irrespective of intelligence. It differs from educational retardation which is seen as due to low intelligence.

Brainstorming. Enhances creativity through imaginative problem solving. First all possible solutions to some divergent problem are sought. Any ideas, however apparently improbable, are acceptable. After 5–10 minutes start editing the ideas, discarding any which are clearly impractical. Those remaining are now considered to see how they might be improved upon.

CAL (computer assisted learning). Also called Computer Aided Instruction. The computer may be used as tool, tutor or tutee. As a tool it allows real world events to be modelled as a means of aiding understanding of complex topics. As tutors computers are patient and untiring. They provide graded instruction, test understanding, offer instant feedback and pinpoint causes of error. In their ‘tutee’ role the computer is ‘taught’ as the student learns to program it. Writing programs helps enhance logical, analytical and problem solving skills.

Career choice/guidance. Provided by Local Education Authority. Careers Service officers work in liaison with schools’ careers programmes that normally start in the third year of secondary education. Group and individual advice, guidance and counselling is offered, also encourage your child to contact companies, professional organizations etc directly.

Child centred learning. The movement started early this century as a reaction against unimaginative teaching methods and harsh discipline in 19th century education. Present day supporters favour replacing the traditional subject-based timetable, with a more integrated curriculum. They also advocate significant changes in the exam system.

Child guidance clinics. Multidisciplinary centres for diagnosing and treating children with behaviour or developmental problems. Staffed by psychiatrists, educational psychologists and psychiatric social workers. Many work with the whole family rather than treating a child individually. Address of nearest clinic can be obtained from local education office.

Computers (see also CAL). Helpful but by no means essential to your child’s education. Most schools use BASIC (Beginners All Purpose Symbolic Instruction Code) for teaching computer programming. An easier and more logically structured language, especially suitable for younger children, is LOGO developed by Seymour Papert. An O or A level computer pass is not necessary for entry into a university or polytechnic computing course.

Concentration. With intellectually demanding tasks, such as learning or revising, the average period of attention for older children is around 20 minutes. Sessions should be not much longer with a break of 5 – 10 minutes between them.

Convergent thinking. Refers to a way of approaching problems which have a single, correct answer. All problems comprise: (i) Information GIVEN, or assumed to be known (ii) OPERATIONS for manipulating it (iii) a GOAL, or answer, required. Failure to find a solution arises from mistakes made over one or more of these three factors. GIVEN errors usually stem from a careless reading of the problem or insufficient background knowledge. OPERATION mistakes occur when inappropriate procedures are used or the correct procedure incorrectly followed. Finally, mistakes arise when the correct GOAL is not identified.

Creativity. Early experiences play a big part in fostering or frustrating creativity. Provide plenty of raw materials. Avoid the temptation to ‘improve’ early efforts. Use brain storming to encourage uninhibited thinking.

Curiosity. Babies have boundless curiosity but early eagerness too often disappears as children lose confidence and become conformist. Avoid inhibiting curiosity by keeping discipline and family rules to the minimum necessary. Many questions provide wonderful ‘teaching moments’ during which your child’s mind is very receptive to new ideas.

Depression. Different from the short-lived sadness caused by death of a pet or return to school. Symptoms include tearfulness, disturbed sleep, loss of appetite and lethargy. Occurs when a child feels helpless in the face of some devastating change in their life. Use diagnostic listening to help pinpoint the cause. Remain physically and emotionally supportive throughout (See also stress.)

Desensitization. Helps a child cope with anxiety through gradual exposure to feared activity. First teach relaxation then, where applicable, prepare hierarchy starting with least feared and ending with most feared condition.

Diagnostic listening A technique for identifying the underlying cause of problems. The keys to success are (a) never be judgemental while listening, it inhibits further disclosures, (b) say very little, encourage with smiles and nods, and (c) don’t be afraid of silences and rush to fill them with words. Only offer explanations, advice, guidance or comment after obtaining all the information you can.

Discussions. Around 75 per cent of all a child learns comes from talking and listening. Use active listening and reflect back on comments to show you have been paying attention.

Divergent thinking. A way of approaching problems which have many possible answers but no absolutely correct answer. Brainstorming and creativity building activities help enhance this way of thinking.

Dyslexia. Defined by the World Federation of Neurology as, ‘A disorder in children who, despite conventional classroom experience, fail to attain the language skills in reading, writing and spelling commensurate with their intellectual abilities.’ Recent research suggests dyslexics lack an inner ear for language, preventing them hearing words as they are read. Dyscalculia is the term applied to children who have similar problems with maths.

Early school entry. Many schools will now take children into reception classes from the age of four or younger. The minimum legal requirement is for one teacher and one nursery assistant for every 26 children.

Educational psychologist. Works mainly with children who have learning or behaviour difficulties and maladjustment in ordinary schools. Some trained in family therapy or behaviour modification. May act in consultative and advisory roles. Closely involved with remedial services and child guidance clinics.

ESN (educationally subnormal). Applied to children moderately (M) or severely (S) educationally impaired. About a third of moderately retarded children also have significant behaviourial disorders and many lack physical coordination. Severely mentally retarded children may need special nursing or social care. Today there is a move towards educating these children in ordinary, rather than special, schools.

Failure. Children motivated by a fear of failure will either attempt only tasks where success is certain or, paradoxically, challenges so daunting they are virtually bound to fail. This is because lack of success can then be blamed on the difficulty of the task rather than personal inadequacy. Often arises when parents are overly critical, punishing mistakes but ignoring attainments.

Flash cards. A technique used to teach reading and, less frequently maths. Words or dots represent numbers and are briefly flashed up on cards for the child to identify.

Foreign languages. Exam marks awarded equally for speaking, understanding, reading and writing. Fluency more important than absolute accuracy. Holidays abroad and exchange visits make studies easier and far more enjoyable.

Games. Provide an excellent way of teaching, especially with young children. With a young child devise games involving counting or word skills.

Gifted children. Can involve superior artistic, writing, musical or dramatic talent, mechanical, physical or movement skills, scientific or intellectual abilities. For further information write to the National Association for Gifted Children (see Useful Addresses).

Homework. Effective home study is essential to school success. Allows you to assess your child’s progress and resolve any confusions. Fully understand procedures involved before attempting to help. Avoid temptation to speed the process by simply providing the right answers. Suggest ways problems should be approached or provide access to suitable references. Ensure your child has a quiet place to work without interruption. Develop good study disciplines from the start.

Intelligence. Intelligence Quotients (IQ) calculated by dividing mental age (assessed by test) by chronological age and multiplying by 100. Average is 100, with superior IQ indicated by number above 100 and inferior IQ below 100. IQ tests helpful in identifying reasoning problems, but poor guide to mental ability.

Late developer. A term applied to children who realize their potential in all, or some, school subjects later than their fellows. It must be remembered there are considerable variations in the rate at which children develop, intellectually, emotionally, and physically. Encouragement at home, for instance, by reading with the child is often of considerable assistance in closing the gap.

Laziness. Be very cautious about employing this label as a child who has failed despite working hard will have confidence and self-esteem undermined. Check that time and effort are not being wasted due to inefficient study habits.

Life skills. Range from getting along with others to understanding how society functions. Some skills may be taught by direct instruction, for instance how to complete official forms. Others are best acquired through experience, ie dealing with money, making purchases, applying for a job. Children should practise dealing with real life challenges as early as possible.

Loneliness. Often due to lack of social skills or shyness. Especially likely after a move to a new school or neighbourhood. At such times provide reassurance and support, but don’t insist they go out with others in the hope this will banish loneliness.

Marks – exams. As a general guide 70 + per cent gives A grade; 60 – 69 per cent B; 55 – 59 per cent D; 40 – 49 per cent E; 30 – 39 per cent; 29 per cent and below F. In some exams, however, only 5 points can separate A and C grades. In exams where mark allocation is shown, little time should be wasted seeking out answers to low value questions. When equal marks are allocated for longer answers, be sure to attempt ALL of them.

Maths anxiety. Children who grow up feeling comfortable with figures are much less likely to fear them later. Familiarity can be improved by playing games which require some kind of calculation well within the child’s ability.

Memory training. The more memory is used and trusted the greater will be its efficiency. The brain has different memory stores, for sights, sounds, taste, touch and movement. Work actively with material. Ask and answer questions, create vivid mental images, write notes, make sketches. Tape record and replay information.

Montessori nursery schools. Based on the pioneering work of Maria Montessori, an Italian physician. The job of the teacher, in her view, was to facilitate the pupil to teacher relationship. Children are able to play with any materials in which they are spontaneously interested. They work independently or in groups, the class is ungraded and rules are intended to encourage co-operation rather than competition. Advice can be obtained from the Montessori Society and the Montessori Centre (see Useful Addresses).

Nursery education. (See also Montessori.) There is no legal obligation on Local Education Authorities (LEAs) to provide education until the term after your child’s fifth birthday. When available free from a Local Education Authority, nursery education is more likely to be part than full-time. Every class is headed by a qualified teacher, often supported by trained assistants. Where no nursery education exists, parents can campaign to try and persuade their LEA to provide one. For advice and guidance contact The National Campaign for Nursery Education, or the British Association for Early Childhood Education (see Useful Addresses). Private nursery schools have to register with their social services department, although staff and premises are supervised by social services, there is no check on educational provision, nor is there any requirement for staff to be professionally qualified.

Options. Secondary schools usually have a core course for the first three years of study, with more choice coming during years four and five. Before selecting O and A level subjects, check requirements of desired university or polytechnic course. English O level is always needed, while many ask for maths, or a science subject. Six out of eight Scottish universities, plus Oxford and Cambridge, require a foreign language at O level. Medical schools demand chemistry A level plus two from physics, maths or biology, while missing subjects must be taken at O level.

Pre-school playgroups. Can be organized within the community or run as a private, profit-making, enterprise. If community-run, be prepared to help out on a rota basis..

The child adult ratio averages eight to one with attendance for two or three half-days per week. There is no requirement for playgroup leaders to be qualified, although many are former teachers or have taken a part-time course of instruction. The Pre-School Playgroups Association publish a booklet about starting a playgroup which includes advice on finding suitable premises, keeping records and general organization, (see Useful Addresses).

Puberty. Physical and psychological stresses arising at this time can adversely affect intellectual performance, and may produce apathetic or rebellious behaviour. Allow increasing independence and be patient with moods. Starts later in boys than girls. Average ages are – Boys: pubic hair appears 13.5; voice breaks 14.4; growth spurt starts 14.5 ends 17.8; first ejaculation 13.9. Production of sperm marks the end of puberty. Girls: pubic hair 12.3; breasts 12.4; growth spurt starts 12.8 ends 15.8; first menstrual period 13.0. Indicates end of puberty.

Punishment. When used to excess produces a strong fear of failure. Physical punishment does far more harm than good. A better approach is to withdraw privileges, such as watching TV, for persistent misconduct.

Reference books. Encourage your child to look facts up rather than waiting to be given them. A basic library should include: English dictionary, dictionary of quotations, world atlas, and a guide to English usage. Encyclopedias must be recent to be reliable. Suggest your child starts their own archive, using newspaper and magazines cuttings, on subjects of personal or school concern.

Religious education. Under the 1944 Education Act, RE is the only subject all UK primary and secondary schools are legally obliged to teach. Every State school must also start each day with a non-denominational act of worship. Parents have a legal right to withdraw their child from RE after discussions with the head teacher.

Rules. Have three purposes, to safeguard a child, protect your sanity and teach socially acceptable behaviour. Keep to the minimum necessary for achieving these goals. Employ DO rather than DON’T rules whenever possible. Apply all rules consistently to ensure clear understanding of what is required.

School phobia. School refusal and trauncy may be due to an intense fear either of school itself, some activity – such as games – other children, or teachers. Can also arise from a dread that something bad will happen at home while the child is away. School phobia occurs more frequently in sensitive children who shows other anxiety symptoms. Never punish a phobic child for staying off school.

Self-esteem. Children with positive self-esteem are ‘Can doer’s’. Self-esteem stems from parental attitudes. Critical, over perfectionist parents have children who, however successful, have a low opinion of their abilities. Always notice and praise any positive features.

Shyness. Occurs equally in boys and girls. Around 40 per cent of school children describe themselves as ‘shy’. Social skills, especially assertiveness training, helps. Teaching play skills, such as inventing games, sharing toys, etc to a preschool child gets them into the habit of mixing with others. Adolescents often go through a shyness phase caused by uncertainty over sexual feelings and doubts about personal attractiveness. Firm but gentle encouragement to go out and meet others should assist in reducing these anxieties.

Sleep. School-age children require some eight hours per night. Develop good sleep habits early by setting, and sticking to, a set bedtime. Uncharacteristic wakefulness or disturbed sleep are often symptoms of excessive anxiety.

Social skills. Making friends, being assertive, co-operating with others and getting on with adults are important in ensuring happiness and success. Provide practical training by role playing social situations in which your child needs help. Co-operation with others, for instance, may be enhanced by taking part in non-competitive team activities.

Stress. Especially stressful events include a bereavement, moving house, changing schools, falling behind in class or worrying over exams. Risk of stress problems also increase at puberty when bodily changes lower physical resistance. Try identifying source of stress, using diagnostic listening. Be supportive, patient, practical and understanding.

Truancy. Differs from school phobia. Children dislike but do not fear school. Legally children must be in school for registration and remain all day. Legitimate reasons for absence are: (i) with permission of school (ii) illness, no medical certificate is necessary but the school should be informed, (iii) infectious disease, (iv) cleanliness ie infestation, (v) unavoidable cause ie rail strike, (vi) family holiday – two weeks per year allowable, (vii) religious observance, (viii) failure of authority to provide agreed transport and (ix) when child has local authority licence as professional stage or film performer. Where truancy is persistent parents may be prosecuted and fined a maximum of £200.

Under-achievers. Children whose performance is significantly below known ability and past results. May result from anxiety or stress related problems. Sometimes a child deliberately fails so as not to be different from a low achieving peer group.

Verbal reasoning tests. Verbal reasoning, the ability to make sense of word problems, is the aspect of general intelligence most strongly influenced by environmental factors. Not regarded as such an accurate indicator of academic success.
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