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ABOUT THE AUTHORS

Jean Robb is a teacher in Britain and Australia. In both countries she has unravelled the mysteries of learning for thousands of children and taken away the barriers to progress for their parents.

In 1990 she teamed up with children’s librarian Hilary Letts to form the education foundation, Successful Learning.

As educational therapists, Jean and Hilary work with people who have barriers to learning. These include people who are very bright but disorganised; who have behavioural difficulties; who are wanting to overcome a weakness – academically or socially; who have suffered trauma; who have a physical difficulty or who need help in a particular subject. They also include people who don’t know how to learn effectively; who panic; who have been labelled as having learning difficulties; who want to learn techniques for success in exams. Jean and Hilary also work with parents who have met a barrier when helping their children.

This book has grown out of 32 years experience in teaching children of every age and ability, and in dealing with their parents.

Now Jean and Hilary enable all children, even those labelled dull, lazy, naughty, difficult or remedial, to astound themselves and startle their teachers by making good the damage of years of missed lessons, misunderstood lessons and mixed messages.

Jean and Hilary also work with gifted children to liberate them from the stress of being super-bright, especially gifted or multitalented, by showing them the way of realising their own potential, preventing them from becoming bored and allowing them to celebrate their gifts.

In addition to their work with children, Jean and Hilary also work with parents, adults with barriers to learning, and people who are experiencing stress, work difficulties or behavioural difficulties.




To our families and friends who have listened, questioned and challenged. To the parents and children who have taught us to teach. To Angela Anderson, Judith Edwards, Valerie Clark, Kate Tully and Philippa Sandall who have nurtured us along, teaching us the skills we needed.
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INTRODUCTION

As parents, every new advance your child makes brings you a new delight, but it also brings you a new anxiety.

You feel so capable when your child seems to be learning: you can be at your wits’ end when they are not.

You feel so relieved when things go well, but life never stands still – there is always something new to learn.

Few and far between are the parents who don’t want to help their children, but common enough are those who don’t know how.

Experience has shown that the most successful people are those who have learned to respect their own needs and the needs of others in a nurturing way.

You will create ‘kids who can’ by developing a thinking and caring family which knows how to enjoy everyday life as well as to cope with the unexpected.

Creating Kids Who Can will help you to develop your child as:

[image: image] a citizen

[image: image] a student

[image: image] a member of your family

[image: image] a friend, and

[image: image] a unique individual who enjoys the uniqueness of others

You will be delighted to realise that most of the ideas are common sense, easy to do and great fun. This book will show you how you can:

[image: image] develop your child’s self esteem

[image: image] get the best out of school

[image: image] make homework an adventure

[image: image] help your child become an effective communicator

[image: image] encourage your child to be well organised

[image: image] deal with experts and have confidence in what you can do

[image: image] break down the barriers to learning maths, reading and spelling

[image: image] understand your child’s behaviour

[image: image] turn your child into a learner!

Boredom will be a problem of the past. Your child will become creative, motivated, focused, purposeful and enthusiastic about developing their potential.

Our research shows that changes in education, leisure activities, family life, diet and technology can all have an effect on how children learn. Sometimes these effects are obvious, sometimes they are not.

Your child may have many complaints, such as bullying, boredom, tiredness, the work being too hard, the teacher having favourites.

The school may complain that your child is lazy, too sensitive, a bully, attention-seeking or has no concentration.

This book will show you techniques, strategies and exercises to overcome barriers to learning in both you and your child.

It will also show you how you can spot problems, work out how they have arisen and how you can find solutions which work for you and your child.

You will get to know your child better, get to understand yourself better and see your relationship with your child flourish.

Learning will stop being guesswork, happenchance and luck and become organised, structured and successful. This book will be a lifeline for learning. Do it now – you can succeed!

Jean Robb and Hilary Letts

MERSEYSIDE, AUGUST 1995


CHAPTER 1

CREATING KIDS WHO CAN
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10 ATTRIBUTES FOR CONQUERING THE 21ST CENTURY!

SUCCESSFUL LEARNING TIPS

‘I WANT TO HELP MY CHILD, BUT HOW?’

BARRIERS TO LEARNING

 

Imagine this is your child’s lifeline. It started at 0 and, with the improvements in medical science (and for mathematical ease!), let’s say it will continue to 100.

0——————16——————25———————50——————————100

This means that any period of your child’s life – no matter how endless it may feel at the time – is only a fraction of that whole life span.

For example, the period before your child goes to school is only 5% of that life.

The period of 10 weeks to revise for an exam is a meagre 0.02%.

And even the whole period that your child is totally dependent on you represents but 16% of that lifeline.

Some periods will be pleasurable and others stressful, but one thing you can be sure of is that you will both need to learn new skills for each new period. These skills should give your child:



[image: image] real confidence

[image: image] competence

[image: image] a sense of responsibility



Confidence means being able to be flexible, to use a range of skills, to know your limits, to withstand criticism and to have realistic expectations. And when those expectations are not met, confidence means continuing with the project regardless. Confidence in children means that they are sure of their worth as people and will not see frustration of their plans as personal attacks or as evidence of their own incompetence.

Competence means a child recognises that everything is broken down into smaller parts, some of which the child will know and can use. When children feel competent they are prepared to work with others, to ask for help, to go to an expert, to attend a course or to take a back seat or the lead. Competence means recognising when events require us to reorganise the way we are working to cope with new demands.

Responsibility means a child knows how to prioritise, that the important issues in any situation have to be dealt with. Responsibility means the child finds all the available information and thinks seriously about what is helpful and what is unhelpful. Responsibility means the child will make decisions based on the information received.

Creating a confident, competent, responsible ‘kid who can’ will happen when you give your child support during learning. Your child might also get support from others, as long as they are able to teach in a way that leads your child to become confident, competent and responsible.

Adults give support to children when they remember children are just like us, that they are likely to be sensitive to criticism when learning something new.

You will not be giving support when you forget your child is a person. If you only worry about a child learning the facts, that child will worry when not meeting your expectations.

You won’t be giving support if you worry about your own level of success – focus on how supported your child feels.

There was a time when parents felt confident about what children needed to do to stay safe, get a job or get married. Today adults do not know how to predict the world children will be living in in the future.

In this unpredictable world, we will help children best by encouraging them to become self directed so that they have a strong sense of who they are and why they are here, no matter what changes they have to deal with.

10 ATTRIBUTES FOR CONQUERING THE 21ST CENTURY



Children will become self directed if they develop:



1. Self reliance

2. Self belief

3. Self determination

4. Self awareness

5. Self respect

6. Self control

7. Self restraint

8. Self motivation

9. Self assertion

10. Self discipline



1. Self reliance

Children who are self reliant are able to recognise their own needs and have some ideas about how they can fulfil them without hurting others: self reliant people know when to go it alone, when to accept help and when to accept not having everything their own way.

Self reliance comes from knowing how to keep yourself fed, housed, clothed, sane and solvent! It also comes from knowing how to cope with other people and new situations.

2. Self belief

If children have self belief they will have confidence that they will be all right whether the situation is stable or not: self belief is accepting one’s strengths and weaknesses.

Self belief comes from coping with different situations, both expected and unexpected, and being able to build up one’s own strategies for dealing with new situations.

3. Self determination

Children with self determination are able to plan, put the plan into action yet remain flexible: self determination means recognising the needs of others when planning.

Self determination comes from being given the opportunity to do an activity, with support for as long as is needed. At the same time as we offer support we should also give children encouragement to try to do more themselves.

4. Self awareness

Children with self awareness know how to stay safe in all vulnerable areas: self awareness is being well informed and confident, so avoiding fear or paranoia.

Self awareness comes from being given the opportunity to think about and discuss how we respond to different situations and how we can protect ourselves without becoming phobic.

5. Self respect

Children with self respect know who they are and where they fit in the world: self respect is believing we are equal to other people.

Self respect comes from being taught how to present oneself so that the real person is seen.

6. Self control

Self control is being able to recognise the consequences of any action: self control means knowing how to take a calculated risk.

Self control comes from learning gradually that all our actions have consequences. Children who haven’t been taught about consequences are very vulnerable.

7. Self restraint

Self restraint is when we are very conscious of the needs of the situation: self restraint also means recognising our own needs.

Self restraint comes from knowing the effect of our actions and seeing alternative ways.

8. Self motivation

Self motivation is the exercise of will to help overcome all the influences that might make us avoid or stop an activity: self motivation must have some element of compromise.

Self motivation comes from experiencing the ‘buzz’ of achievement.

[image: image]

9. Self assertion

Self assertion is recognising that we are responsible for making sure others know we are human beings with thoughts and feelings as important as theirs: self assertion is not selfish, bullying or ignoring the justifiable needs of others.

Self assertion in children comes from being supported as they find their ways in the wider world. It comes from understanding how conflict arises and how it can be sorted out so that each person feels valued.

10. Self discipline

Self discipline is doing something we don’t want to do but which needs to be done: self discipline can be fun and interesting.

Self discipline comes from recognising other people are not responsible for making sure we carry out our obligations.

Self doesn’t have to mean selfish. By learning about themselves, children understand their impact on the world and the way the world impacts on them.

[image: image]



Successful Learning Tips



WHAT HAPPENS WHEN CHILDREN LEARN SOMETHING SUCCESSFULLY? THEY:

[image: image] KEEP AN OPEN MIND

[image: image]

[image: image] REMEMBER SOMETHING ELSE THEY LEARNED AND HOW MUCH THEY ENJOYED IT

[image: image]

[image: image] FEEL PHYSICALLY COMFORTABLE

[image: image]

[image: image] UNDERSTAND THE EXPLANATION

[image: image]

[image: image] KNOW WHAT THEY KNOW AND ARE READY TO LEARN WHAT THEY NEED TO KNOW

[image: image]

[image: image] ARE NOT FRIGHTENED OF MAKING MISTAKES

[image: image]

[image: image] ARE ABLE TO FOCUS ON THE TASK

[image: image]

[image: image] FEEL CONFIDENT THEY WILL BE ABLE TO DO IT

[image: image]

[image: image] KNOW THEY WILL NEED TO PRACTISE

[image: image]

[image: image] EXPECT THE LEARNING TO TAKE TIME

[image: image]

[image: image] ARE HAPPY TO DEVOTE TIME AND ENERGY TO THE TASK

[image: image]

[image: image] ARE NOT COMPARING THEMSELVES WITH OTHERS

[image: image]

[image: image] OBSERVE THEIR PROGRESS

[image: image]

[image: image] TAKE RESPONSIBILITY FOR CARRYING OUT WHAT IS NEEDED TO THE BEST OF THEIR ABILITIES

[image: image]

[image: image] UNDERTAKE TO STAY INVOLVED IN THE LEARNING

[image: image]

[image: image] SPEND TIME THINKING ABOUT WHAT THEY HAVE DONE – RECOGNISING WHAT WENT WELL, WHAT NEEDS TO BE IMPROVED AND WHAT DIDN’T WORK AT ALL

[image: image]

[image: image] ARE HAPPY TO ASK AND ANSWER QUESTIONS

[image: image]

[image: image] KNOW THAT FEELING DISHEARTENED IS NOT A PERMANENT OBSTACLE TO LEARNING SOMETHING NEW

[image: image]



‘I WANT TO HELP MY CHILD, BUT HOW?’

Remember, you are your child’s best friend. You have known your child all his or her life and your child wants to please you.

[image: image] You can work together.

[image: image] You can learn together.

[image: image] You can have fun together.

‘I failed at school – will I be able to help my child to learn?’

Of course you will. You don’t have to run a restaurant to be able to cook lovely meals for your family, you don’t have to be a dress designer to sew on a button and you don’t have to be a doctor to put on a Band-Aid! Just look at what you have already taught your child. Between birth and 10 she will learn to cope with everyday life, to count, read, tell the time, form letters and make sentences, to look after her belongings and stay safe. She will learn how to cooperate with other people in a variety of situations. Your child will learn best if she’s confident of your love, your sense of purpose and your support.

It is only at secondary school that your child will start more specialised learning, and if you have taught her how to think and how to learn then you will have prepared her well.

‘I don’t have much time – how can I help?’

Decide how much time you have got and then ration it carefully. It may be that you only have time to sit and have a chat with your child about the task (e.g. setting the table or homework), but no time to help. So structure your conversation so that your child knows:

[image: image] what he is being asked to do

[image: image] how he will do it

[image: image] what equipment will be needed

[image: image] if there is anything he needs from you

If you and your child close your eyes at the end of the discussion, as in ‘a going still’ (see Appendix), you will help him get ready for the next part of the task. If he recognises there is protected time for the task, his attention will be focused and he will be purposeful and motivated.

‘He only wants to play with his friends’

Remember, you are responsible for your child’s learning! Your child needs to know that you take that responsibility seriously. And learning is a family business, so it is important you establish the need for time, effort and commitment from all the family members. Negotiating with children is important, but it is only reasonable to do it once the boundaries have been set. To learn successfully, your child needs to understand there are boundaries.

For example, if your child has homework to do but also wants to play with his friends, he can choose when he plays and when he does his homework, but he knows the homework must be done.

‘How much help should I give her?’

Give sufficient help so that at the end of any activity your child will have more skill. At the end of any activity she should feel confident that she can learn well and can use her learning. If the task she has been given is too difficult, give her just a small part of it to do. By using questions, you can show her what she can do and what she already knows which will then guide her to complete the task. Never leave her feeling she is not capable of being successful.

‘He seems so tired after school – more work doesn’t seem fair’

There is a rhythm to everyone’s day and the important thing is to discover your child’s rhythm. Then decide how that rhythm can fit into the family’s pace. Plan a routine which gives each person, as far as possible, an opportunity for going at their own rhythm. If your child is tired after school, discover his energy boosters –food, exercise, a cuddle, sleep, chat or read, for example. Then organise activities including homework and helping in the house to happen when he is at his best.

‘I know how to do it, but she says they do it differently at school’

All parents at some point feel defeated by their child saying: ‘we don’t do it that way at school’.

Some schools have developed ways of involving parents in the children’s learning. If your child’s school doesn’t offer help to parents or if she keeps saying you don’t know how to do it, don’t be put off helping her. There are several basic learning and teaching principles which are true.

CHILDREN NEED TO LEARN AND PRACTISE HOW TO:

[image: image] speak in a way that can be understood

[image: image] develop handwriting

[image: image] increase their spelling knowledge

[image: image] be polite

[image: image] recognise that maths is everyday life written down in symbols, and to learn how the symbols work



YOU ARE THE PARENT: ALWAYS TRUST YOUR OWN COMMON SENSE.

[image: image]

‘Is it ever too late to help him learn?’

You can support your child whatever his age if you teach him how to learn. He will do that if he knows how to get the best out of his teachers, at home or at school.

Teachers respond well to students of whatever age who turn up on time, bring the right equipment, listen, respond to instructions, ask appropriate questions and make an effort. It also helps if students look presentable (clean clothes, clean fingernails, clean ears and nose!), look teachers in the eye, speak clearly, don’t chew with their mouths open and are polite.

‘His sister’s clever – but he’s good at sport’

Even sportsmen and women want and need to know how to read, write and spell. So, turn the three Rs into a game too, to reinforce the sporty child’s strong points. Compare one of his activities or attempts against another. Note things that have improved and what he needs to practise next. And remember to list the results, check on progress and see if he can top the league in paper sports as well as field sports.

The biggest barrier we have to anything, including learning, is the way we think. The more we understand about how we think, the easier it is to discover if there’s a problem – a barrier to learning – and to deal with it. We can develop strategies to improve our thinking so that lots of possibilities are available to us.

[image: image]

The more we understand about how what we think affects what we do, the more we have a chance of changing the effect of a barrier to learning.

Encourage your child to notice how he or she is thinking and to find out how other people are thinking.

BARRIERS TO LEARNING



Some Things to Think About!



[image: image] WHAT IS THINKING?

[image: image]

[image: image] WHAT DO YOU THINK ABOUT?

[image: image]

[image: image] WHAT DO YOU FIND HARD TO THINK ABOUT?

[image: image]

[image: image] DO YOU KNOW WHEN YOU DO YOUR BEST THINKING?

[image: image]

[image: image] DO YOU EVER THINK ABOUT THINKING?

[image: image]

[image: image] IS WORRYING THINKING?

[image: image]

[image: image] IS PLANNING THINKING?

[image: image]

[image: image] IS REMEMBERING THINKING?

[image: image]

[image: image] IS LEARNING THINKING?

[image: image]

THERE ARE NO RIGHT ANSWERS – BUT THERE’S MORE TO THINKING THAN MEETS THE EYE!

[image: image]



What can cause a child to have a barrier to learning?

STRESS IS HIGH ON THE LIST. STRESS CAN RESULT FROM:

[image: image] a physical condition, permanent or temporary

[image: image] a feeling of not belonging

[image: image] a feeling that I can’t understand because I’m not clever enough

[image: image] past experiences

[image: image] present situation

[image: image] a feeling that I can’t understand because I missed the bit that came before

[image: image] feeling like a square peg in a round hole

[image: image] a poor learning environment

What can help a child overcome a barrier to learning?

DO THE CAN-CAN

[image: image] Your child may already be someone who can!

[image: image] Your child may have barrier-free learning experiences.

[image: image] Your child can check by thinking of something he really enjoys doing.

Ask your child: ‘What are you really good at?’ Write down your child’s answer and then make sure you cover the following ideas, in words which make sense to both of you. These questions will tell you more about how your child does something that produces a feeling of success.

[image: image] What are the skills you need to do it and how much effort will you happily put into getting better at it?

[image: image] Can you feel excited and interested by a mistake, because it gives you a chance to find out more?

[image: image] How do you get ready for the activity?

[image: image] How do you think about it before you start, while you’re doing it and when you are finished?

[image: image] Do you delight in your achievement and feel happy to talk to others about it?

[image: image] Are you prepared to focus on one small part to improve?

[image: image] Are you prepared to put a lot of effort into something that appears quite small to someone else?

[image: image] How affected are you by other people’s opinion of you when you are doing the activity?

[image: image] How do you make sure you give yourself the best opportunity for success?

[image: image] How do you congratulate yourself?

[image: image] Do you go at your own pace? Do you know when to take a break or to stop?

[image: image] Are you frightened or disheartened by your mistakes or by other people’s greater skill?

[image: image] Do you analyse what other people have done to see what you could incorporate into your work?

[image: image] How will you rearrange your life to make sure there is time for the activity?

If your child can answer these questions then he or she is already someone who can!

And now your child can apply the same ideas to learning anything.

The learning environment

You can break down barriers to learning by creating a supportive and nurturing working environment. An environment is supportive when all the needs of the individuals working in it are recognised in a holistic way.

You can create this environment for your child by checking the following needs:

PHYSICAL

[image: image] tired or hungry?

[image: image] need to go to the toilet?

[image: image] need a break?

[image: image]

EMOTIONAL

[image: image] parent in right frame of mind to help?

[image: image] anything to tell parent or do before being able to concentrate?

INTELLECTUAL

[image: image] need a chat, a chance to talk about the task?

PSYCHOLOGICAL

[image: image] need encouragement to approach a task considered threatening, intimidating or boring?

ACADEMIC

[image: image] need explanation of something not known in order to do the activity? Parent may also need to explain what sort of thing the teacher is expecting, or to suggest further possibilities that the child is not aware of.

[image: image]

STRUCTURAL

[image: image] right equipment?

[image: image] understanding of time available for task?

[image: image] help with planning and checking?

SOCIAL

[image: image] work best if feeling part of what’s going on in house, or when working alone or with friend?

Remember, success comes from providing a supportive and nurturing working environment which works for you and your child.

Reasons for barriers to teaching your own child

Parents are often surprised to find that the barriers which arise when they try to help their own child don’t exist when they teach or offer help to their child’s friends. They feel helpless and hopeless with their own children. If this happens to you, don’t despair – it is a very common experience.

YOU MAY FEEL:

Anxious: you feel so responsible for every part of your child’s life. You don’t want to threaten your child’s belief that you can provide a safe haven from the hurly-burly of life. When you are helping your child’s friends, you know they have their own safe havens.

Fearful that you might fail your child: you worry that you will choose the wrong time to teach, the wrong place to teach, the wrong way to teach and the wrong thing to teach. When you are helping a friend, you know that any new information you give is likely to help.

You are neglecting the rest of the family: you worry that you are giving too much attention, money, time or privileges to one child at the expense of other members of the family. When you’re teaching somebody else, time is allocated to that task and the same conflicts don’t arise.

Experiences you’ve both had in the past are getting in the way: it is sometimes hard to see what your own child can do. When you’re dealing with someone else’s child, you are in a better position to see potential more clearly.

Love: it is difficult to be cruel to be kind to your own child. A particular look will remind you of a time when your child was very vulnerable. This can make you doubt that you are doing the right thing. When you’re dealing with someone else’s child, you’re prepared to go further.

Your child feels you’re not able to help: your own child may turn to other people for help which you could have given. Other people’s children recognise your real abilities which might help them.

Irritated: the fact that you live so close to your own child can mean your patience is already at a low ebb. For example, you know about the untidy bedroom or the experimenting with a nervous twitch. Someone else’s child is unlikely to have the same effect because you have the choice of whether you help that child or not and whether to continue or stop.



Reasons for Success in Teaching



WHEN YOU’RE SUCCESSFUL TEACHING SOMEONE – ADULT OR CHILD – IT’S BECAUSE:

[image: image] YOU PROTECT TIME FOR THE ACTIVITY

[image: image]

[image: image] YOU ONLY TAKE ON AS MUCH AS CAN BE COMPLETED

[image: image]

[image: image] YOU ADJUST THE TIME OR THE TASK TO FIT REAL LIFE

[image: image]

[image: image] YOU HAVE NOT MADE ASSUMPTIONS

[image: image]

[image: image] YOU SUPPORT LEARNING BY ACKNOWLEDGING SUCCESS

[image: image]

[image: image] YOU TAKE RESPONSIBILITY FOR HELPING WHENEVER THERE’S A DIFFICULTY

[image: image]

[image: image] YOU COMMUNICATE

[image: image]

[image: image] YOU NEVER CRITICISE

[image: image]

[image: image] YOU OBSERVE EFFORT AND DISCUSS IT TO HELP DISCOVER INDIVIDUAL WAYS OF APPROACHING, DOING AND FINISHING TASKS

[image: image]

[image: image] YOU DON’T INSIST THERE IS ONLY ONE RIGHT WAY

[image: image]

[image: image] YOU TAKE BREAKS

[image: image]

[image: image] YOU ASK QUESTIONS TO HELP DEVELOP THINKING AND ORGANISATIONAL SKILLS

[image: image]

[image: image] YOU KNOW THERE ISN’T A FINAL POINT – LEARNING IS EXPLORATION

[image: image]

[image: image] YOU HAVE THE SUPPORT OF OTHERS

[image: image]

[image: image] YOU RECOGNISE WHAT YOU CAN’T DO

[image: image]

[image: image] YOU LISTEN

[image: image]

[image: image] YOU THINK

[image: image]



If you can remember these reasons for success and use them with your child, you will be successful whenever you try to help.

Breaking through your barriers to teaching your own child

Take one reason for success in teaching others and apply it to a task you are doing with your own child.

For example, if you take on only as much as can be successfully completed, it allows you to supervise your child so that you can offer support, nurturing and instruction as appropriate. Look at the following exercise.


FIVE MINUTES TO TIDY HIS ROOM


	Discuss with your child how he’s going to do it in the time that is available.

	Make a note of what is agreed.

	Set a limit of a minute and see how much of the task he can get done.

	Check how much is done.

	Ask him if he knows what he’s going to do next.

	Check after three minutes.

	Suggest one thing to finish in the last minute.

	Congratulate him on his success.

	Ask questions about how he found the job.
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