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Chapter 1

What’s homework like at your house?

Since you’re interested in this book, I’m guessing that homework in your house doesn’t feel good — for you or for your child. Here are some of the common complaints I hear from parents about homework:



I have to sit next to her the whole time or she just stares out of the window.



He says it’s too hard before he’s barely looked at it.



Trying to cope with three children’s homework is driving me mad. They all need me at the same time.



He keeps telling me there’s no homework, but that can’t be true.



Homework issues lead to conflict in many families: parents nagging, children and teens ignoring or answering back disrespectfully, parents complaining and blaming and then children complaining and blaming.

Homework doesn’t have to be hell. Homework doesn’t even have to be a hassle. Homework does not need to be experienced, either by your child or by you, as a burden or as a restriction. It doesn’t have to be a blight on your evenings and weekends, and it doesn’t have to swallow up hours and hours of your children’s time or your time. You and your child can enjoy homework!

However, this delightful state of affairs is not likely to ever come to pass if we leave it up to our children to manage their time, to organise their work or to motivate themselves to do their best. Homework that is enjoyable and productive is more likely to happen if parents commit to getting back in charge of the homework process rather than leaving it in the hands of children, who are by definition immature.

The thought of getting back in charge may seem very daunting, even impossible, especially if you are currently dealing with a lot of resistance, refusal or disrespect. But in fact, getting back in charge can be an enjoyable, exhilarating and relaxing experience. Being in charge and seeing things at home go the way you want them to (most of the time) is a lot more fun than feeling frustrated, possibly even despairing, when family life is not going according to your values.

When homework becomes enjoyable and productive (yes, it is possible!) everyone in the family can relax. Children have more guilt-free downtime. Parents have the satisfaction of seeing their children developing important habits that will stand them in good stead for the rest of their lives.

Problems with homework rarely occur in isolation. For example, many children put off starting their homework until too close to bedtime because they are glued to a screen for the earlier part of the evening. A tired child or teenager is not likely to do his best on his homework. His mind is sluggish, so thinking takes longer. He may end up staying up way past his bedtime to get his homework finished. Then in the morning, not surprisingly, he is reluctant to get out of bed. And when he does finally emerge, he may be grumpy and distractible.

Homework habits are fundamentally linked to these daily flashpoints: bedtimes, screen time, getting up in the mornings, after-school activities and socialising with friends. So if we want to improve our children’s homework habits, it is not enough to think only about what is happening during the homework time. We need to treat our family as a little ecosystem and fine-tune how it functions throughout the day, rather than just focusing on the symptoms of homework hassles.

In this book I will be asking you to do certain things differently, to discipline yourself to do more and more of what works to establish enjoyable and productive homework habits and to do less and less of what gets us the opposite. I will however be focusing here solely on homework. In the companion volume, Calmer, Easier, Happier Parenting, I have gathered together a comprehensive toolkit of strategies that help parents guide children to become more and more cooperative, confident, motivated, self-reliant and considerate. In this book I will summarise these strategies and show how they can be applied specifically to homework.

One of the hallmarks of a system is that it produces a predictable result each time. This Calmer, Easier, Happier Homework system produces enjoyable and productive homework habits, as well as more confident children and more relaxed parents. This book will teach you how to work with your child confidently, how to stay calm and in charge, even when you are not yet feeling very confident. It will also show you how to break down into bite-sized chunks the tasks and skills that your child needs to master in order to do his best on his homework. This is important because we want children to be learning what they should be learning, rather than simply going through the motions while half of their brain is thinking about something else. This book can even teach you how to have fun doing all this.

The longest journey begins with a single step . . . again . . . and again.





Chapter 10

Improving self-reliance

My two older children had both reacted to the birth of my third one by regressing. And even though the little one was already two years old, the older two were still acting helpless, especially about homework. Everything was ‘I can’t’, ‘I don’t know how’, ‘It’s too hard’, ‘You do it’, ‘Why do I have to?’ Noël’s recommendations on self-reliance were written just for me. We started by not answering their questions and making them take a guess. We Descriptively Praised whenever any of the children did things for themselves, even something as little as getting their own homework out of the homework bag. And we did lots of think-throughs. At first they wanted to answer all our questions with ‘I don’t know’. We Reflectively Listened, but we made them take a guess, and we Descriptively Praised them for being brave and taking a guess, even if the guesses weren’t very good. And within a month they were so proud of themselves for using their own brains and for doing Stage Two of their homework from beginning to end without asking for help. And it wasn’t just homework. They’re now self-reliant about lots of other things too: getting dressed in the morning, putting their dishes in the sink, getting in and out of the bath by themselves. And they’re more cooperative. These skills really work!

Mother of three children, aged 8, 5 and 2



Infants start out very helpless so parents know that they have to do almost everything for them. Self-reliance naturally develops in stages as infants turn into toddlers and then into young children and then into older children and then into teenagers. But as children become able to do more and more for themselves, parents often get stuck at an earlier stage, doing things for children that they are now capable of doing for themselves. When it comes to homework, parents can even drift into the habit of doing their child’s thinking for him.

Self-reliance is about a child taking responsibility for the things he is supposed to do. He is telling himself what he should do, rather than expecting someone else to do it for him, or rather than waiting until someone reminds him. A child or teen who is self-reliant is one who wants to do for himself everything that he can do for himself, and this includes taking pride in doing his best on his homework.

Self-reliance includes organisation, which is mostly about taking good care of one’s belongings, keeping track of where they are and keeping them tidy. For example:



	•	Bringing home from school the right books, notes, worksheets, handouts, equipment, etc.


	•	Putting all completed homework in his book bag and putting the book bag by the door the night before


	•	Bringing completed homework and equipment back to school


	•	Keeping his papers tidy




Self-reliance also includes time management. Examples are:



	•	Starting homework without having to be reminded


	•	Starting homework the day it is set, rather than waiting until the night before it has to be turned in


	•	Planning realistically how long each piece of homework will take


	•	Not spending more time on homework than is needed so that he can have guilt-free downtime most days


	•	Completing homework before settling down in front of YouTube or Facebook


	•	Handing homework in on time


	•	Doing a bit every day on long-term projects


	•	Doing some daily and weekly revision, rather than leaving it until just before the quiz or exam




Self-reliance also has to do with ‘real life’. We want children to be able to estimate realistically how long their activities usually take, such as homework, getting ready in the morning and travelling to school, so that they start to take responsibility for being on time. We want our children to be in bed early enough so they are getting enough sleep. We want them to not lose track of time in the morning so that they get out of the front door on time without a rush.

Self-reliance leads to self-confidence. This confidence comes from children being able to cope with their own lives, doing things for themselves, knowing that they are competent and knowing that their parents can trust them (most of the time) to do the right thing.

Within each of us there is a natural, very strong developmental drive to be autonomous, to make decisions for ourselves and to take care of our own lives. When too much is done for children, they are not exercising that natural urge and so they may drift into the habit of being powerful in other ways, such as getting attention by misbehaving or by seeming helpless.

And finally, school is much easier for children who are in the habit of self-reliance, especially secondary school. Having multiple teachers, multiple binders and textbooks and papers, keeping track of everything — this can feel like a nightmare for a child who is not prepared. And by the time a child reaches secondary school there are often penalties for forgetting to hand in homework or for handing it in late.

Why are some children and teens very self-reliant and others are not?

Environment is by far the most influential factor in determining how self-reliant a child or teen will be. This is good news because this is the factor parents can do the most to change.

A parent who is rushed or stressed often becomes impatient with the time it takes a child to do something on her own. This parent wants it done now, and of course it is quicker to do it oneself. Plus you know that it will be done properly. So it is tempting to keep doing something for your child even though you have a nagging feeling that your child really should be learning to do this for herself. This applies to homework-related tasks as well as to real-life tasks.

Interestingly, a parent who is naturally organised often produces a child who is very disorganised. The parent who cannot stand any mess may automatically jump in to do things for the child, instead of teaching and training the child to do it for himself.

When we start requiring our children to be self-reliant about some tasks, they soon develop competence and confidence in other areas as well. Going to the shops by themselves, giving their own order to the waiter, coming back from the shops with the right change, not only loading the dishwasher but switching it on, etc. — if we don’t make sure children practise these tasks, they may come to believe that they are not capable. Or they may believe they should not have to do things because they have a live-in servant — you!

How can we guide children to become more self-reliant with their homework?

As parents and trainers, we need to remember that the purpose of homework is not just to get it done, although that may be what your children think. The purpose of homework is to learn something — not just to learn or revise the academic content, but, even more importantly, to learn more sensible, more mature, more self-reliant habits. Here is how we can teach and train self-reliance:

1 Slow down

Children need to be trained to be self-reliant and to develop enjoyable and productive homework habits. Habits can only become established over time; therefore training takes time. For us to be willing to make the time in our busy lives to train children in good habits we need to keep our focus on our long-term goals for our children. We need to think about what kind of people we are hoping they will grow up to be. It is easy to get sidetracked into short-term thinking, focusing on getting daily tasks over and done with as quickly as possible. Speed is the enemy of training. We need to slow down so that we can focus on leading by example. We need to make the time to demonstrate the actions that will lead to success with homework, such as looking words up in the dictionary for meaning and spelling, relaxing with a book, writing neatly and enjoying the challenge of learning new things.

2 Assume nothing!

Self-reliance is about getting into the habit of doing the right thing without having to be prompted. But before the habit of self-reliance can be trained, obviously the child needs to know how to do the task correctly without any subtle prompts or cues. Don’t assume that your child knows how to do something, such as look up a word up in the dictionary, proofread and edit his work, do long division, revise, etc., until you have seen him do it on his own from beginning to end with no input from an adult.

3 Use think-throughs

An important strategy for improving self-reliance, including organisation and time management, is the think-through, which I explained in Chapter 6. Every time we do a one-minute think-through at a neutral time, asking our child to tell us what she should do and where and when and how, that habit becomes more established in the child’s long-term memory.

4 Descriptively Praise

During the daily homework session and throughout the day, instead of telling or reminding, wait to see if your child remembers what to do and how to do it. Descriptively Praise whatever you can. That is often enough to motivate him to notice what he needs to do and how. But if not, give a little prompt, not a criticism or a lecture.

5 Do everything possible the evening before

We can guide children to be more organised by making sure that on school nights they do everything possible the evening before. In the evening there is more time to teach and train, whereas in the morning you may feel too rushed or preoccupied to take the time to make sure your children to do for themselves everything they are capable of doing for themselves.

In the evening, the homework needs to be packed away and the school bag by the door before your child’s free time can begin.

6 Require your child or teen to organise himself every day

For example, train your child in the habit of always numbering the pages of his essays. If he needs to insert additional pages later, he can number them 1a, 1b, etc.

Also, require your child to use dividers in his binder between subjects and between topics within subjects.



KEY CONCEPT

Do not rescue your child!



Your child may forget to write down his homework or he may have written it down in a rushed, sketchy way so that when the time comes to do it he is confused. If the solution is to ring another child to clarify what the homework is, this is the child’s job, not the parents’ job. Your child may feel embarrassed about making the call or he may worry that he still will not understand what the instructions are. He may plead with you to make that phone call for him. If you do, you are unintentionally sending him the message that you will rescue him when he does not do his job, which is to come home knowing what his homework is. He is far more likely to learn this important lesson if he is the one who has to make the phone call.

How to teach and train more mature time management skills

Children who are disorganised often have only a very hazy idea of what their day or their week or their term looks like, in terms of their obligations. When we talk to our children and teens about when they should be where, it’s often a matter of in one ear and out the other, even if they’re paying attention. That’s because information evaporates from the auditory short-term memory very quickly. Engage your child’s visual strengths and you will see she remembers much more.

It helps to make a weekly timetable, which may change from week to week, so that everyone in the family can see at a glance when the after-school activities are and what time is available for homework, revision, music practice, household chores and playing. Making a timetable often shows everyone that they have been making some unrealistic assumptions. It is useful to make a weekly timetable even during the holidays because there will continue to be things the child has to do, such as revision, projects, exercise, etc.

Here is an activity you can do with young children all the way up to teenagers. With one child at a time, sit down in front of a big calendar, looking at this month or next month. Ask your child questions like those listed below. This will guide her to become much more aware of time.



How many Mondays are there in this month?

The last day of this month falls on what day of the week?

What date is the third Sunday of this month?

Which date is your science project due?

How many non-school days are there this month?

Which dates will you have your violin lessons on?

How many days in this month start with the letter T?

Which dates is Daddy out-of-town this month?

What day is the fifteenth of this month?

Which date is your Latin exam?

Does this month have an odd number of days or an even number of days?

How many days are there from today until your next football practice?

How many full weeks are there in this month?

What was the date a week ago?

Which day is Sam’s party?

How many days until the weekend?

How many days until the weekend after next?

What special days are in this month?

What days of the week do those special days fall on?





Chapter 11

Improving memory and general knowledge

A few years ago when my daughter was thirteen, her maths teacher told us that she was really going to struggle with GCSE maths if she didn’t start applying herself. My wife and I didn’t really know what to do. How do you get a teenager to start applying herself? So we started sitting down next to her when she was doing her maths homework, and we saw how confused she was. Even basic things like fractions, she didn’t seem to have a clue about. And then we discovered why. She didn’t actually know her times tables properly. So she was guessing or trying to count up in her head or making lots of little marks on a piece of paper and getting herself all confused. So we made a family project out of Seema learning her multiplication tables. We did everything Noël says to do. We did the cumulative review, so she was revising all of them, not just one table at a time. We quizzed her in lots of different ways. She made flashcards so she could quiz herself. And we definitely did the overlearning. We didn’t stop when she knew it. We kept going. At first, Seema was embarrassed to admit that she didn’t know her tables. But pretty soon she got into it, and it was only five minutes a day so it didn’t feel bad. My wife and I were amazed to see that as soon as she knew all her multiplication facts, everything else in maths got easier. It turned out that she wasn’t rubbish at maths the way she thought she was; she was just missing one important building block.

Father of two teens, aged 15 and 13

Why memory matters

If your child does not easily remember the sorts of things that most other children of his age can easily remember, of course he will suffer academically. Many subjects require ongoing memorisation, for example:


	•	English — spelling, rules of punctuation, parts of speech


	•	Mathematics — bonds, multiplication facts, procedures


	•	Sciences — procedures, definitions, formulae


	•	History — dates, causes and effects


	•	Foreign languages — vocabulary, verb endings, idioms


	•	Other subjects — specialised terminology



In addition, your child may be less appealing as a friend if she is confused about what others her age take for granted. And she may have a harder time managing ‘real life’, including keeping track of her belongings and remembering when she needs to be where. Difficulties in these areas rapidly erode a child’s self-esteem. These are very important reasons for actively helping your child to improve her memory.

Parents often express bewilderment that the same child who can’t seem to remember to put a full stop at the end of a sentence can have such an excellent memory for topics that he is passionate about. Unfortunately, his ‘specialist subject’ is rarely a topic that will help him fulfil his academic potential. He may know, and want to tell you endlessly, all about every dinosaur ever discovered. Or he may be able to discuss knowledgeably the strengths and weaknesses of hundreds of Pokemon or Yu-Gi-Oh! creatures. Clearly this child has a well-functioning long-term memory for topics that sustain his interest.

So why does he have such difficulty remembering what we want him to remember? It is often because his short-term memory is relatively weak, immature, patchy and unreliable — and as yet untrained. Almost as soon as a piece of information enters his short-term memory, it starts to evaporate. This is especially true if he:


	•	Has relatively weak auditory processing, by which we mean that he cannot easily turn the words that are coming in through his ears into mental pictures that make sense as quickly as the teacher is talking


	•	Cannot yet read well enough to be able to take his attention off the process of decoding and put it on to the job of puzzling out the meaning of what he is reading


	•	Is a kinaesthetic learner, who becomes very restless and distractible when he is expected to sit still and absorb information passively


	•	Is emotionally under par because school is not a satisfying experience for him; he may be feeling anxious, embarrassed or resentful


	•	Is preoccupied with matters that seem far more important to him, such as who will play with him at break time or will his sandwich be soggy again today or will the teacher give him an annoyed look if he makes another mistake


	•	Already has some confusion about the topic and therefore does not quite understand what the teacher is talking about


	•	Is not interested in the topic in the first place



Short-term memory is the gateway into long-term memory. If a fact or concept or skill falls out of the short-term memory almost as soon as we put it in there, it is not staying in the brain long enough to be transferred into long-term storage. That is why a child can be told the same thing hundreds of times over many years, such as ‘Start sentences with capital letters’, ‘Show your working out in maths’, ‘The word ‘where’ has an “h” in it’, and still seem oblivious.

It should go without saying that it absolutely does not make sense to expect a child to memorise something before he understands it thoroughly. Proof of understanding is that your child can explain it to you:


	•	Correctly


	•	Without any subtle prompts


	•	In his own words


	•	Succinctly, without irrelevant or tangential additions



Parents assume that this first step, that of making sure the child understands the material, will happen at school. It should, but it may not. When this consistently fails to happen, parents need to take charge rather than letting the situation drift in the hope that it will soon improve. Let us assume for now that your child understands the material that he is expected to remember. 

What often happens is that a child will conscientiously try to memorise this week’s spellings, history dates or French vocabulary. Even when his efforts are successful, the information has only entered his short-term memory. Unfortunately for him, the next week a whole new set of facts needs to be memorised. Last week’s facts, unless they are rigorously reinforced, will soon fade from his short-term memory. That is why a child can know his eight times table or his spellings perfectly one day and not know them a few days or a few weeks later.

The solution to this problem of rapid forgetting is to make sure that the information enters the long-term memory, from which it can be retrieved at will with minimal prompting, even after a long time has elapsed.

Micro-skills training

Micro-skills training is all about accurate memory storage of the small skills that make up any larger skill. We want the information or skills the child is practising to enter his brain in the correct form so that it can be retrieved in its correct form. For this reason, we want to prevent the child from ‘practising’ his mistakes.

Seven guiding principles follow that you can use to sharpen your child’s short-term and long-term memory, leading to greater school success and increased confidence.

1 Cumulative review

One simple way for your child to transfer information into her long-term memory is to add an extra fifteen minutes to each day’s homework session, whenever time permits. Choose three skills or topics you want your child to improve and spend five minutes a day on each, reviewing some of what was memorised in previous weeks. This is known as cumulative review.

Of course, five minutes a day will not be enough time to cover all the previously memorised material in any subject. But you will probably be amazed at just how much material your child can cover when you commit to this extra five minutes of review every day. That comes to thirty minutes a week or two hours a month or roughly five hours each term. That is more time than most children or teens spend reviewing past material, unless they are revising for a specific exam. Think how accurate and quick your child could become at his multiplication facts or spellings or French idioms if he were to practise this much! And five extra minutes a day on a topic or skill is practically painless.

I also recommend that you establish the habit of cumulative review at all weekends, half-terms and holidays, as well as on any days when the homework your child has been set does not take up the full homework hour.

2 Overlearning

Keep revisiting the material to be learned until your child can rattle it off correctly, quickly, fluently and with no prompts. Then revisit it some more! This is called overlearning, and it results in the information sinking into the long-term memory so deeply that your child will be able to recall and use most of it even under adverse circumstances, for example if he is tired, hungry, feeling unwell, overexcited or anxious.

The number of repetitions necessary for overlearning to take place is affected by numerous factors, both internal and external. When the material to be memorised is presented to the child through his strongest channels, he will absorb it more quickly and more thoroughly and he will be able to retrieve more of it more quickly. For most people, and this is especially true of most children who are experiencing school problems, the preferred cognitive channels are visual and kinaesthetic, that is, seeing and doing.

In addition, when a child is rested, relaxed, confident and engaged, his long-term memory stores and retrieves information more efficiently.

3 Association

We all memorise best, and we all retrieve best, when we can mentally attach a new fact to something we are already familiar with. All mnemonics work in this way. A mnemonic is a saying that helps us to recall information. For example, I can easily remember the fictitious name ‘Roy G. Biv’, and that gives me instant access to the colours of the rainbow in the correct order, which I certainly would not otherwise be able to reel off so fluently.

We can help our children to do the same thing. To start with, we can teach them to use all the mnemonics we already know, such as:


	•	i before e except after c . . .


	•	30 days hath September . . .


	•	Big elephants can always understand small elephants (the first letters of this sentence spell because)



We can also make a project of asking friends and extended family to teach us their favourite mnemonics.

Although we may not be consciously aware of the process, many times every day we use the power of what we already know to help us access or work out things that we otherwise would find difficult or impossible to ‘just remember’. We know and use many tricks to help us remember. Let’s say that you are helping your child to memorise the five times table. He will find the process much easier if you teach him that the answers in the five times table always end in 0 or 5. This is something that we know but take for granted and rarely think about. But this fact will be very useful to your child as he is learning. Knowing this fact will help him to work out the right answer rather than impulsively blurt out his first guess. Later, when with repeated practice he is beginning to remember the answers, this important fact about the five times table will enable him to self-check his answers.

4 Metacognition

Metacognition is a word that has been coined quite recently. It is most often defined as ‘thinking about thinking’ or ‘learning about how we learn’. When we guide our children to look for, notice and use aide-memoires and patterns, we are teaching them to think about how they think. Until recently, the assumption was that some people are good at learning (by which is usually meant understanding, remembering and using information or skills) and some people simply are not. We now know, thanks to a great deal of brain research, that our brains are extremely malleable and versatile, capable of learning how to learn.

One way we can help a child improve his ability to learn is to respond with a diagnostic response when he makes a mistake. A diagnostic response helps him to think about and understand why he made the mistake. Each time your child makes an impulsive or ‘careless’ mistake during memorising or during Stages One or Three of his homework (see Chapter 5), stop everything. Ask him to tell you what his mistake was and what he should have said or read or written instead. Give him a diagnostic response to help him to think about why he made the mistake.

For example, if you are helping your child to memorise the five times table, you might ask ‘Five times five equals what?’ and he might impulsively reply ‘Ten’. Instead of saying ‘No,’ or ‘Pay attention, for goodness sake!’ or simply telling him the correct answer, a diagnostic response might be, ‘Maybe you thought I said “plus” because 5 plus 5 makes 10. Plus is adding. But I didn’t ask you to add just now. What are you practising?’ Once he understands the reason for his error, you can help him to sharpen his auditory attention to detail by asking him both questions at random: ‘5 + 5? 5 x 5?5 x 5? 5 + 5?’

Be willing to take the time to Reflectively Listen about his frustration or about his anxiety that he will never










	•	In the weekly French dictation test, the teacher probably reads out each sentence only once or twice, in a conversational tone and relatively quickly. At the beginning of the week’s revision, when your child is just becoming familiar with the new vocabulary, you will probably need to repeat each sentence or phrase very slowly several times, with exaggerated expression. But by the end of the week, he needs to be practising his dictation the way it will happen at school. Otherwise he will not be adequately prepared.


	•	For a child with an unreliable memory to do well on a written spelling test, by the end of the week he must be practising writing the words, not just spelling them aloud to you and not just using the letter tiles that I recommend in Chapter 18.


	•	Because one of the goals of spelling practice is for the child to spell correctly when he is composing essays and exam answers, he will need to practise his weekly spelling words by writing sentences. Otherwise, you may end up with a child who gets one hundred percent on the spelling test, but misspells those very words later the same day when he is writing a story.


	•	Going back to our questions about the Great Fire of London, the child needs to be able not only to say the answers, but also to write the information in full sentences that are correctly spelled, punctuated and capitalised. This takes practice!









	•	Always keep the micro-skills and memorising sessions short — a maximum of five to ten minutes (even if your child pleads for more, which may well happen if you follow these guidelines rigorously).


	•	Always start with what you are sure your child knows. Easy questions first! This warms up his brain, as well as boosting his confidence.


	•	Each skill to be memorised needs to be broken down into bite-sized micro-skills.


	•	Always respond positively to every correct answer:








	•	Phrase your questions differently each time, such as:








	•	Establish some new routines by doing them consistently, such as:







	•	Guide your child to come up with a way he can remember a fact or skill more easily (see Association, earlier in this chapter).


	•	We need to recognise that anxiety often lurks beneath reluctance, resistance, arguing, complaining or rushing to get homework or revising over with as quickly as possible. We can address this anxiety with plenty of Descriptive Praise, Preparing for Success and Reflective Listening (see Chapter 6).






	•	Attention to auditory detail


	•	Accuracy, fluency and reaction time of auditory processing


	•	Ease of visualising what she hears


	•	Categorising skills


	•	Clarity of speech production


	•	Understanding of the difference between a phrase and a sentence


	•	Confidence















































	•	If your child chimes in with the missing word, show that you are pleased. However, if after a pause of a few seconds at the end of each line he does not volunteer the missing word, then you simply say the word and carry on reciting until you reach the end of the next line, when you again omit the last word and wait expectantly for a few seconds for your child to provide it.


	•	This technique for eliciting a response is known as a trailing statement. It has a huge advantage over questioning a child, which is the traditional way of finding out if a child remembers something. Questioning can make an anxious or confused or resentful child even more unconfident, hesitant or rebellious. But with a trailing statement, the parent has not put the child on the spot. You have not asked him directly what the missing word is. So if he is not yet able to say it, he does not feel like a failure and he is not worrying about whether he is disappointing you.


	•	Carry on with Step 3 as many times as necessary until your child can confidently supply the last word of every line, with no prompts, hints or clues. In case you are concerned that your child might become bored, restless or frustrated, remember that he will be spending no more than five or ten minutes at a time on this activity.


















	•	Their complete address


	•	The full names, in the right order, of all family members


	•	The correct spelling of all the above


	•	The surnames of friends


	•	The full names of their school and their siblings’ schools, including correct spelling


	•	What their relatives do for a living


	•	The home town of relatives they visit or write to


	•	The dates of Christmas, Hallowe’en and Guy Fawkes’ Night


	•	The difference between a town, a city, a county, a country and a continent


	•	The names of major cities in England and other countries


	•	What was special about well-known historical figures


	•	Where their lungs are located


	•	What wheat is


	•	The characteristics of mammals


	•	That the moon orbits the Earth


	•	And in terms of life skills, how to operate a hoover, dishwasher, washing machine, microwave, etc. (at the appropriate ages)


























Appendix

The most useful word list of all

Following is a list of the 221 most common words in English-language books. These words make up seventy percent of all the words your child will be reading and writing. If parents and teachers were to focus on teaching children to read and spell these words accurately and quickly, think how much calmer, easier and happier homework would be!

Group One: These twelve words make up approximately twenty-five percent of all reading



	a    


	it    





	and    


	of    





	he


	that    





	I    


	the    





	in    


	to    





	is    


	was    








Group Two: These twenty words, added to the first group, make up approximately thirty-three percent of all reading



	all    


	be    


	have    


	on    


	they    





	are    


	but    


	him    


	one    


	we    





	as    


	for    


	his    


	said    


	with    





	at    


	had    


	not    


	so    


	you    








Group Three: This group of 70 words completes the 102 words that make up an average of fifty percent of all reading



	about    


	look    


	two    





	an    


	made    


	up    





	back    


	make    


	want    





	been    


	more    


	well    





	before    


	me    


	went    





	big    


	much    


	were    





	by    


	must    


	what    





	call    


	my    


	when    





	came    


	no    


	where    





	can    


	new    


	which    





	come    


	now    


	who    





	could    


	off    


	will    





	did    


	old    


	yes    





	do    


	only    


	your    





	down    


	or    


	





	first    


	other    


	





	from    


	our    


	





	gave    


	out    


	





	get    


	over    


	





	go    


	right    


	





	has    


	see    


	





	her    


	she    


	





	here    


	some    


	





	if    


	their    


	





	into    


	them    


	





	just    


	then    


	





	like    


	there    


	





	little    


	this    


	








Group Four: These 119 words, added to the above words, make up seventy percent of all reading and writing



	after    


	fall    


	let    


	sleep    


	would    





	again    


	for    


	light    


	small    


	write    





	always    


	fast    


	live    


	soon    


	yellow    





	any    


	find    


	long    


	start    


	





	around    


	five    


	may    


	stop    


	





	ask    


	fly    


	myself    


	take    


	





	ate    


	found    


	never    


	tell    


	





	away    


	four    


	once    


	ten    


	





	because    


	full    


	open    


	thank    


	





	best    


	funny    


	own    


	these    


	





	better    


	gave    


	pick    


	think    


	





	black    


	give    


	play    


	those    


	





	blue    


	goes    


	please    


	three    


	





	both    


	going    


	pretty    


	today    


	





	bring    


	good    


	pull    


	together    


	





	brown    


	got    


	put    


	too    


	





	buy    


	green    


	ran    


	try    


	





	carry    


	grow    


	read    


	under    


	





	clean    


	help    


	red    


	upon    


	





	cold    


	hold    


	ride    


	us    


	





	cut    


	hot    


	round    


	use    


	





	does    


	how    


	run    


	very    


	





	done    


	hurt    


	saw    


	walk    


	





	don't    


	its    


	seven    


	warm    


	





	draw    


	jump    


	shall    


	wash    


	





	drink    


	keep    


	show    


	while    


	





	eat    


	kind    


	sing    


	why    


	





	eight    


	know    


	sit    


	wish    


	





	every    


	laugh    


	six    


	work    
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