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Foreword

Parents, let me tell you two things. First, your children think you’re amazing. Seriously. You may not think so and they may not say so (at least until they turn twenty-five or thirty) but they do. Second, you were your child’s best teacher. You taught them right from wrong and how to tie their shoes. I say were because around first grade you were replaced. Replaced by Ms. Dunbar in the first grade or Mr. Silver the hip English teacher—and that’s okay. It provides you with the opportunity to take on another role in your child’s education, that of tutor. Your child listens and pays attention to everything you say or do. So it’s only natural that your child learn about Ptolemy, practice quadratic equations, and recite Shakespeare’s sonnets with you. Marina Koestler Ruben wrote this book to show you how.

At our 826 tutoring centers, we have over five thousand volunteers who work with our students every day. They help students with math, reading, and writing. For various reasons, many of our students’ parents don’t have the time or the capacity to help their children. Our volunteer tutors provide these students with a caring adult willing to spend a couple of hours of their time working with a young person on their homework. It means the world to our students to have someone spend that much time where the spotlight is on them, what they are working on, and how they can be helped. We provide training to our volunteers because tutoring can be scary. Having that young face look at you hoping you have all the answers can be an intimidating experience. We work to make tutoring fun and simple so that the tutor and the student both have the best experience possible.

I remember my first tutor. I was (and kind of still am) horrible at math. I scored a 275 on the math portion of my SATs. 275. I wasn’t going to get into a good college—in fact, I worried I might not even get into college. My school assigned me a professional math tutor, a stodgy, socially awkward man—who smelled. But he was a great tutor. He was knowledgeable, very tough, and very patient. After two months of tutoring, I scored a 400. Not perfect, but a score that got me into a great college. I know the difference tutoring can make in a life.

This book empowers you to become the tutor, that additional teacher your child may need to achieve educational success. It provides you with positive reinforcement to let you know that you don’t have to be a Rhodes Scholar to help your child prepare for a chemistry test. You just need the time and the desire. I know you have both. This book provides you with the tips and tools you’ll need to make tutoring your child an enjoyable experience for you both. Learning doesn’t have to be confined to school. It can take place in the kitchen, the dining room, or the backyard.

A PhD is not required to help your child learn. There’s no mystery or secret sauce. Your child already thinks you’re amazing, and being your child’s tutor is just another sign of how great you are. Marina is giving you her secrets and her years of experience. She has given you tips and demystified the process. You have decided to become not just a parent but also that caring adult all children need. Have fun!

Gerald Richards

CEO

826 National

826 National is a network of nonprofit organizations cofounded by Dave Eggers and dedicated to helping students, ages six to eighteen, with expository and creative writing, and to helping teachers inspire their students to write. 826 chapters are located in San Francisco, Los Angeles, New York, Chicago, Ann Arbor, Seattle, Boston, and Washington, DC. Our mission is based on the understanding that great leaps in learning can happen with one-on-one attention, and that strong writing skills are fundamental to future success.


Introduction:
The Best Tutors I
Never Knew I Had

The first time I tutored, I had déjà vu. I was a high school student, and Suji, the girl sitting next to me, was my friend’s younger sister, so I had seen her dozens of times before this algebra session. But our previous interactions didn’t account for my feeling that I had been here before. Perhaps déjà vu is not quite the right phrase, because I didn’t think I had been in my seat before, as Suji’s tutor. Rather, I felt like I’d been in hers, as a tutee.

But why did I feel this way? I was stumped. After all, my brother and I regularly did our homework tutorless, often at our family’s dining table. Overall, we were good students, but we certainly had deficiencies: I regularly procrastinated, and it appeared Dan used his backpack to collect debris from loose-leaf-paper war zones. At times, we had failed quizzes and been stumped by difficult concepts. Yet I don’t think our parents ever suggested tutoring. Until I became a tutor myself, I’m not sure they knew that the service existed for anyone besides royalty and child stars.

Sitting there next to Suji, thinking about all those afternoons of homework, I realized that I was mistaken. Dan and I had had people who sat us down to sort when our folders overflowed, who guided us in outlining papers when deadlines loomed, who read over our essays, quizzed us on spelling and vocabulary, pointed us toward noteworthy newspaper articles, and asked us to calculate cost per ounce in the grocery store. We had not grown up tutorless. Rather, we had taken our tutors for granted. We had been sitting in Suji’s seat—had lived in Suji’s seat—every day as our mentors motivated, educated, and laughed with us. We had been lucky enough to share two de facto tutors: our parents.

Today, as an educator, I see that it is increasingly common for parents to delegate to outside tutors the job of providing their children with academic support. While I risk putting myself out of a job by saying this, I firmly believe that professional tutors should not replace (only supplement, if necessary) the kind of positive, one-on-one, scholarly interaction that parents and students should share on a daily basis.

How to Tutor Your Own Child builds on the idea that you can and should be academically engaged with your own child on a regular basis. As a professional tutor, I’d like to use the knowledge gleaned from my tutoring experience with hundreds of students to show you how.

Throughout this book, I will share with you my firm belief that the best tutor a child can have is his or her own parent. Parent-tutors provide holistic, low-pressure academic support, engagement, and enrichment for their children. They are supportive and inspirational, and they believe in the importance of creating an intellectually stimulating environment in the home. Day in and day out, they can see their children learn and develop, and as a student’s desire and capacity for knowledge grow, the parent-child relationship grows as well.

Perhaps you want to be a parent-tutor but don’t know where to start. Or maybe you are one already and want to hone your skills. You may be providing stellar one-on-one support and just want to compare your tutoring techniques to those used by professionals. In any case, if you want to tutor a child, this book is for you.

While discussing this book in the faculty room at Sidwell Friends School, where I work, I mentioned the concept of the tutoring lifestyle to a teacher who has two young children. She broke into maniacal laughter. When she stopped (eventually) to breathe, she told me she had pictured waking up her kids to show them math flash cards. She couldn’t imagine a lifestyle of constant tutoring. “Good luck,” I believe she said.

I realized I needed to be sure readers, too, didn’t assume that the “tutoring lifestyle” requires unceasing, didactic, and pedantic fact drills. Adopting a tutoring lifestyle and choosing to work with your own child does not mean that you must strain to instruct your child at every waking moment, nor that you must interrupt your child’s slumber to shine a flashlight on a mountain of flashcards. Rather, it means that you will, gradually, retrain yourself to perceive your child’s environment as an educator would; to consider what your child does and does not understand about the world around her; and to grab opportunities to augment what happens at school, with a special appreciation for the subjects about which your child naturally expresses interest. It means choosing to take an active part in engaging your child’s intellect and finding enjoyable, positive ways to do so. By tutoring, you build a relationship with your child. If, at any point, the strain it places on your relationship or on the family dynamic outweighs the positives, something is wrong, and you should stop. Tutoring is not torture—it’s shared learning.

If critics tell you, “Parents shouldn’t tutor,” explain that “tutoring” is the process of turning children into lifelong learners and is, therefore, a form of high-quality parenting. Those same critics wouldn’t claim, “Parents shouldn’t parent,” would they?

Even if you have hired or plan to hire an outside tutor, keep in mind that your child will not always have the tutor there. More days than not, you will be your child’s primary educator and role model, meaning that you should still prepare yourself to emulate the techniques of a professional tutor.

As one of my friends said, “No one will ever love your child more than you do, so educate yourself about your children’s needs.” Learn how they learn. It’s your role and—if you’re reading this—one you already value, which means you’re on the right path.

Over the past ten years of tutoring, I have interacted with hundreds of students and parents. My recommendations come from working with children of all ages and backgrounds, from pre-K through twelfth grade, from “remedial” to “enhancement,” from recently resettled refugees who couldn’t speak a word of English to privileged students in some of the wealthiest communities in America. I’ve tried to cull from these experiences the information that has applied most universally and been of greatest help to parents and students.

Even so, you might find some of this book’s advice absurd. You might laugh aloud and say, “My child would never sit still for that!” And you’re probably right.

Not all the advice in this book will work for every student, nor should it. Some recommendations are meant for younger children, while others are meant for middle or high school students. Don’t feel you need to embrace every technique in this book—instead, make use of the bits and pieces that strike you as worth a try. The tools described in this book comprise the abundance of options a professional tutor has on hand; the tutor considers which are appropriate for any given student. You, too, should equip yourself and then pick and choose to fit the student and the moment.

When you encounter ideas that won’t work for your child, keep reading. You’ll likely come across ideas or troubleshooting tricks that will work. Bottom line: You know your children better than I do. When it comes to tutoring, that’s the point.


CHAPTER 1
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Starting Out:
Why Tutor?

Princeton Review, Huntington Learning Center, Sylvan Learning Center, Kaplan Tutoring, SCORE—America is awash in tutoring companies. It’s a $4 billion industry, and it seems as if every helicopter parent is buying in. If only there were a resource closer to home that was easy, free, and able to provide the same quality of service that students receive with an outside tutor. But there is: you.

Tutoring is the academic word for parenting. Just as a parent guides his or her child in developing practical life skills, a tutor helps a student learn how to learn academically and intellectually. As a parent, there’s no reason you can’t participate in the tutoring process. Who better than parents to help their children learn to walk or say their first words? Likewise, when it comes to scholastics, parents’ care and contributions can be priceless.

HOW YOUR CHILD BENEFITS

When school instruction is insufficient to meet a child’s needs or interests, parent-tutoring can fill the gap. Not only can it benefit children academically, helping to engender a lifelong passion for learning, but it also inspires them socially and emotionally by enhancing their powers of conversation and modeling empathetic listening. In the process, students gain a level of support and motivation that many parents might not realize they have the power to provide.

Whether you’re a parent, a grandparent, or an older friend or family member, your presence as a role model may be more significant than you realize. A close friend told me the story of how, when her father was nineteen, he inadvertently became a role model for his twelve-year-old sister. The sister enjoyed reading Nancy Drew books, but one day she was poking around in her brother’s room and found the book Lord of the Flies, which he had read for a college English class. Some older brothers might shoo a younger sister out of the room or tell her to stop going through their belongings. But this brother did something different: he not only offered to lend her the book, but he also told his sister that, if she read it, he would discuss it with her.

Now, this didn’t seem like a big deal at the time, at least not to the older brother. His sister read the book, they discussed it, end of story. He forgot about it for good. But over forty years later, at a family gathering, the incident came up—as did its significance. As it turned out, her brother’s offer to discuss Lord of the Flies was the first time anyone had ever given this girl the opportunity to engage on a sophisticated literary level. She found it so inspirational that she credited the experience with kindling her lifelong love of Hemingway, Fitzgerald, and Saroyan, and of literature as a whole.

That’s the power of one moment—one small instance of reaching out. You have the opportunity to make the same choice. And to make it again and again, every day, allowing your child to benefit from thousands of such moments with you over the years. My friend’s father didn’t know that his book discussion would be the key to one of his sister’s passions; likewise, you might not know for years—if ever—which of the many moments you spend with your child will provide lasting inspiration. But just as the hours you spend talking to your baby eventually lead to a child who can speak, the short-term and long-term benefits of one-on-one intellectual engagement will be similarly well worth your time. Your interaction does not have to be formal, nor does it have to be consistently “academic.” All you really have to do is to find little ways to show and share your love of learning, and your child will do the rest.

HOW YOU BENEFIT

Sometimes when I tell people that I’m a professional tutor, they adopt a sympathetic look. “Do you think you’d want to get a job as an English teacher?” they ask, immediately trying to think of ways I could move up in the world.

There’s an assumption, both within and outside the educational sector, that a hierarchy exists and that the lowest rung is populated by tutors and freshmen.

Don’t tell the English teachers, but it turns out the perks of tutoring can be just as rewarding as those of teaching. For you, as a parent-tutor, here’s what that means: As they say—or as they should say—what’s good for the gosling is good for the goose and gander. In other words, tutoring benefits parents as well as students. Besides reviewing academic content, parents also learn more about their own children, their children’s learning style, and how best to communicate—a skill handy when tutoring and when interacting with family, friends, and coworkers.

Most important, as a parent-tutor you have the satisfaction of knowing that you are investing in someone who will not be with you for just a semester or a year—you will have the joy of seeing the effects of your involvement over a lifetime.

SO WHAT IS TUTORING EXACTLY?

Tutoring means different things to different people, but, at its core, it’s a combination of homework help, strengthening weaker skills, and enrichment. It may come in the form of a one-hour, deliberately scheduled session, or it may be sprinkled throughout your child’s week in the form of general support and interaction. You probably tutor your child already—my goal is to get you to develop the techniques, resources, and communication necessary to make this time more productive.

As a parent-tutor, you have advantages that I as an outside tutor do not. You have access to your child all the time. You can monitor whether he is following through, expose him to educational home elements, set rules and boundaries, and follow his progress long term. An outside tutor is a relatively poor substitute for an involved parent-tutor and should only be used as needed for specialty tutoring, when a parent is not available, or when an interpersonal issue makes the parent-child relationship strained. The parent-tutor is the generalist who supports the child regularly.

Your child will learn by exposure. Your goal is to keep him impassioned and motivated. Remember that tutoring is about more than just subject matter. “When students seek tutoring,” says Janna Taylor, the owner of New York’s Mind Full Tutors, “while on the surface it may appear that they just want to know how to learn a certain concept (e.g., use the Pythagorean theorem or memorize the steps of cellular respiration), the truth is that what they really want is to feel secure and supported. Because parents often feel an instinctual need to provide security and support for their children anyway, tutoring can be another wonderful opportunity for them to extend this element of parenting.”1

Tutoring [image: ] Teaching

Sometimes parents balk at the idea of one-on-one work with their own child. Amid the chorus of fears, common concerns emerge.


YOU: But I don’t have a teaching degree.

YOU: But isn’t this the teacher’s job?

YOU: But I don’t know anything about ancient Babylonia!



Pull yourself together. Here’s a reality check that doubles as a math refresher: Tutoring [image: ] Teaching.

Please note that I did not say “Tutoring > Teaching.” Nor did I say “Tutoring < Teaching.”* There is no hierarchy. And, while it’s true that the skills involved in teaching and tutoring overlap, they differ enough that you are certainly equipped to be your child’s tutor.


TUTOR TOOLBOX

In Malcolm Gladwell’s Outliers (Little, Brown, 2008), he discusses the idea that it takes ten thousand hours to become a world-class expert in any given subject. Consider what, if anything, your child spends that much time doing. What will she be an expert in by the end of high school?



Traditionally, teachers introduce a group of students to a topic. Teachers select curricula, decide how best to communicate it to their classes, and then reinforce the material with assignments, discussions, and assessments. Let’s say your child’s class is learning about Greek mythology. The teacher hands out the family tree of the Titans’ next of kin, decides which students make the three-dimensional model of the Oracle at Delphi and which make Zeus and Hera sock puppets, and tells your child whether or not he will be responsible for residents of the Underworld for the test.*

Once an individual student has been exposed to a topic at school, the tutor reviews it at home. The tutor talks through that mythological family tree, making sure a child understands the way its branches indicate relationships. The tutor helps the student decide whether to use sugar cubes or popsicle sticks for the Oracle, discussing structural and aesthetic factors. In hunting for appropriate socks, the tutor prompts a child to describe what qualities Zeus and Hera socks would ideally have (woolly and rip-proof? green with jealousy?), thereby subtly encouraging students to review characteristics of the Greek gods.

Tutors make sure that individual students learn. More than that, they make sure that students know how to learn. They motivate, guide, and mentor. Think of yourself as a personal learning coordinator.

The Perils of Knowing Too Little or Too Much


YOU: But I still have a problem. I don’t know anything about Greek mythology or ancient Babylonia or even modern Babylonia!



Here’s this book’s first big secret. It helps to have a basic understanding of a subject in order to help a student, but it is not necessary. This is what a good tutor does in your situation:

Option 1: Learn as you go. If you don’t have time to read up on your own, have your child teach you. Follow along.

Option 2: Research as needed. You’ll model good research skills for your child.

Option 3: Truly stumped? Don’t make something up—tell your child to ask the teacher. This helps him remember that the teacher is always there as a resource.


YOU: I have a different problem. I know too much about ancient Babylonia! My child tunes me out when I try to talk about King Nebuchadnezzar’s conquest in 587 BCE.




TUTOR TOOLBOX

If a child has questions about school assignments, her first resource should still be the teacher.



Often, it can be as complicated for parents who are overeducated in a subject to tutor as it is for parents who feel undereducated. When you’ve spent eight years getting a PhD in meteorology, you might have trouble talking your child through a simple discussion of cirrus, cumulus, and stratus clouds without going into detail about the precise altitude of each cloud layer, creating distinctions using specialized vocabulary (Cumulus castellanus versus Cumulus congestus), and falling into a college-level lecture. (Or, more likely, you might rush through the concepts in your child’s arithmetic homework because you are already a master of long division.) Remember, part of tutoring is being cognizant of your child’s level of understanding and building interest at that level. When you know too much, here’s what to do:


• Cover the basics first. And ask enough questions to be sure your child understands the material.

• Use your knowledge to provide story-like details. Cumulus castellanus may be less interesting when you talk in terms of vertical and lateral cloud movement but can become a lot more interesting when you explain that castellanus has to do with castles and that the clouds look like castle turrets in the sky.

• Engage your child with an interactive visual aid. I can imagine a cloud that has turrets, but if I have to draw one and compare it to a photograph or point to one in the sky, I’m going to remember it much more easily.

• If you want to provide your child with advanced knowledge of a subject and feel his attention straying, save some of that extra information for a time when it can be shared more organically, in a less academic context. (Point out clouds when you’re out for a walk, for example.)



Plan Your Own Obsolescence

No, this is not a section on writing one’s will. You are planning to do yourself in, but not in the traditional sense. Your goal as a tutor is to make yourself obsolete. To transfer ownership of the learning process to your child so that, ultimately, she is an expert at recognizing how she learns and then can use the most applicable skills to succeed academically, intellectually, and professionally.

Try, over time, to transition from a directive to a nondirective tutoring style. In directive tutoring, the tutor has the dominant role. The tutor is making the decisions, leading the discussion, and doing for more than doing with.

In nondirective tutoring, you are guiding more than ruling. You are asking your child what she needs to do, not telling her. (If you or your child feels you are taking over your time together, you are probably erring on the side of helping too much.)

Raina Fishbane, the math resource teacher at Sidwell Friends School’s Lower School, puts it simply when addressing parents who want to help their children solve math problems: “Don’t hold the pencil.” In other words, if you want to ensure that your child is the one leading the process, you might want to (literally) take control out of your own hands. Let your child initiate his own work, respond to your child’s questions with your own open-ended questions (“What do you think would be a way you could approach this
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