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This book is dedicated to all parents who are searching for ways to guide their children to fulfil their academic potential and to feel more successful.










Some families are struggling with extreme or atypical problems. The strategies explained in this book will be helpful, but they may not be enough to adequately address all the complex issues. This book is for self-help purposes only. It is not intended as a substitute for medical, psychiatric or psychological diagnosis, advice or treatment, for specialist teaching methods or for consultation with a qualified legal professional.










Acknowledgements


Many wise individuals and innovative organisations have influenced and enriched my work with families and schools. In addition to all my colleagues at ‘Calmer, Easier, Happier Parenting’, past and present, I would like to acknowledge:


 


Alfred Adler


Applied Behavioural Analysis


Dorothy Baruch


Tony Buzan


Julia Cameron


Dale Carnegie


Deepak Chopra


Dalai Lama


Edward de Bono


Rudolph Dreikurs


Carol Dweck


Adele Faber and Elaine Mazlish


Selma Fraiberg


Howard Gardiner


Haim Ginott        


Torey Hayden


John Holt


Jill Janis


Susan Jeffers


Landmark Education


Lindamood-Bell Learning Process


Philip McGraw


Maria Montessori


Psychology of Vision


Jane Ross and Lee Janis


Barbara Sher


Sally Smith


Son-rise Programme


Benjamin Spock


Twelve-Step Programmes


Marianne Williamson


Michelle Garcia Winner


Rosalind Wiseman


 


My profound gratitude to my dear friends — you know who you are — for your love, encouragement and belief in me.


Special thanks to all the Calmer, Easier, Happier parents, whose honesty, enthusiasm for new ideas and determination to create Calmer, Easier, Happier families continues to inspire me and give me hope for the future.


My deepest appreciation to my children, Jessica, Jordan and Chloe for their unstinting love and support, and to my grandchildren Shaun, Anna, Cameron, Alexander, Zoey and Sophia for reminding me, again and again, of the potential of the human spirit.










Foreword


When Noël Janis-Norton asked if I’d write this Foreword, I wasn’t sure it was a good idea. ‘I hate homework,’ I said decisively.


But then, as a confirmed fan of Calmer, Easier, Happier Parenting, I was interested in what she had to say. Could she convince a confirmed homework-hater like me that there is a calmer, easier, happier way to cope with the wretched stuff? As I waited for the manuscript to arrive, I ran over the reasons for my prejudice and found three main bones of contention.


First, as a primary teacher thirty-odd years ago, I’d discovered that dreaming up suitable homework tasks, then marking the efforts of thirty-odd children, took a lot of time and effort. What’s more, some pupils habitually handed in scrappy, careless work, far below their natural potential, whilst others turned in faultless scripts that were obviously the product of far more sophisticated brains than their own. It seemed to me that, in both cases, homework was a waste not only of their time, but also of mine.


Then, when I left teaching and had a child of my own, there were further reasons for resentment. To a busy working mum, struggling to put a cooked meal on the table every evening, homework was just one more responsibility to cram into the day — an externally imposed reason to nag my daughter and another infringement on our family’s rapidly decreasing leisure time.


Finally, as an author on child development in the modern world, I’ve become increasingly worried by the way adult concerns now press down on to children at an ever-younger age. Homework is clearly necessary once youngsters reach secondary school, but too much emphasis before they reach double figures can be counter productive. It cuts into the time available for other developmentally essential activities, such as playing (real play, not staring at screens), learning essential life skills with their family and socialising with their friends.


So it’s been interesting to read Noël’s book, with these memories and concerns rattling round my brain, and then to find myself nodding sagely at the recommendations and strategies it contains. With her usual clear-sightedness, she’s identified the habit of ‘getting on with the job’ as one of the most essential life skills parents can help their children develop. Every child needs to learn — as calmly and easily as possible — that some things just have to be done, and the sooner one gets them done, the happier life is.


It’s all too easy for parents, beset by myriad demands on their own time, to forget that such habits of mind require careful nurture. Presumably that’s why some of my pupils all those years ago took no pride in their homework, while others sat back and let Mum or Dad do it for them. I suspect that, once these children reached secondary age, they lacked the time management skills and mental self-discipline required to take full advantage of educational opportunities.


On the other hand, the kids in my class who did learn to complete their homework independently (and, looking back, I must admit they were in the majority) were developing habits of mind and behaviour that would stand them in good stead throughout their school careers and, indeed, the whole of their lives. And, come to think of it, my own daughter didn’t really need all that much nagging — as Noël brilliantly puts it, she eventually learned to treat homework as an unavoidable fact of life (like the weather) and just got on with it, leaving plenty of time to play with her friends and share in the life of our family. Presumably my husband and I can claim some credit for her development of self-regulatory powers, but back in the days before ‘parenting’ was invented, the strategies we used were very hit and miss. If we’d had Noël’s book, I’m sure it would have been much, much easier.


However, in spite of all my sage nodding and agreement, after ten years of research into modern childhood I’m still convinced that very young children don’t need formal ‘homework’. In the first six years of life — while they’re still developing the emotional, social, physical and cognitive foundations that underpin formal academic operations — they learn best through play. Plenty of active outdoor play helps them develop bodily coordination and control; creative indoor play nurtures imagination and problem-solving skills; stories, songs and rhymes develop their ear for language, and counting games and songs prepare their minds for maths. Play, as child development experts repeatedly tell us, is ‘children’s work’ and parents who take a relaxed, playful attitude in these early years help their offspring lay sound foundations for ‘getting on with the job’ in the future.


Tragically, over the last thirty or so years as life has moved on at an increasingly crazy pace, it’s become ever more difficult for parents — and children — to be truly relaxed and playful at home. A family surrounded by a constant barrage of screen-based entertainment and communication tends to become fragmented, with parents and children increasingly out of touch with each other. So their home is no longer run according to their own shared family values, but those of the media and market forces that generate this ‘screen saturation’.


That’s why I so admire the advice in Calmer, Easier, Happier Parenting. It shows modern parents how to take a warm but firm authoritative approach to child rearing, thus releasing families to enjoy their time together rather than wasting it in nagging, resentment and individualised, isolated screen-gazing. It allows children to feel secure in the rules and routines of a comfortable family life, valued for their own contribution in terms of agreed duties and chores, and loved by parents who clearly enjoy their company.


And it’s why now, having read Calmer, Easier, Happier Homework, I also greatly admire Noël’s advice on applying these techniques to transform homework into a manageable fact of life, and a way of developing children’s self-discipline, self-reliance and self-esteem.


In fact, if I’d had a copy of this book thirty years ago, I probably wouldn’t have spent so much time hating homework myself. I would have seen the point and learned how to manage it.


 


Sue Palmer, November 2012










Section One


 


Partners in education: Parents, pupils and teachers










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 2


What is ‘school success’, and why does it matter so much?


As parents we want our children to fulfil their potential. We want to help our children to achieve everything that they are capable of achieving. And for most children a large part of the achievement that parents hope for is what we often call ‘doing well at school’.


 


Parents know that ‘school success’ matters because:


 



	•
	Children are naturally happier and more enthusiastic about life when their innate abilities are being fully used and stretched.





	•
	Competence leads to confidence.





	•
	The skills and habits learned at school will be very useful in later life, in the areas of further or higher education, work, relationships and leisure activities.





	•
	School is a child’s ‘job’, and society takes this job very seriously. Parents, relatives and even strangers ask:




 


How’s school?


 


What are you studying? 


 


How’s your reading (or maths) coming along?


 



	•
	Rightly or wrongly, a child is often judged, and soon comes to judge himself, according to his academic performance. Peers also notice and talk about school success and lack of success.





	•
	When a child is not enjoying his ‘job’ or when he is consistently not doing well, he does not have the option, as we do, of switching jobs. He may suffer in silence, or he may suffer noisily, making problems for himself and for everyone around him.




 


If we allow our children to dawdle through their job half-heartedly, or to rush through it with poor attention to detail, they will not get much satisfaction from it. They will not be proud of themselves and will not learn all that they are capable of learning. When we require children to do their best, they feel more successful. They grow in confidence, motivation, self-reliance and consideration, as well as becoming more cooperative and less resistant. So for our sakes, as well as for our children’s sakes, we need to help them ‘learn how to learn’.


How can we help our children to be successful at school? How can we help them to enjoy challenges and to take pride in doing their best? To achieve these aims we need to consistently guide our children into useful habits. This is where homework comes in:


 



	•
	Productive homework habits enable children to get the most out of their homework.





	•
	Your child will take his homework habits with him into school.





	•
	Homework is something parents can influence greatly.




 


Children generally act as if the purpose of homework is simply to get it over with! As adults, we know that homework can serve one or more of the following very important purposes:


 



	•
	Practising, revising or memorising in order to reinforce what has been learned





	•
	Exploring a new aspect of a topic





	•
	Establishing productive work habits




 


In addition, homework can keep parents aware of:


 



	•
	The subject matter being taught





	•
	The school’s standards





	•
	How well the child is mastering the subject matter and achieving the school’s standards




 


Many parents worry because they do not know how to bring out the best in their children. We have all seen how even a very bright child can drift into becoming an underachiever if he is not guided to develop good habits and sound basic skills. One distraught, confused father commented, ‘I don’t have a clue how to help my son get back on track. It feels like my wife and I are sitting helplessly on the sidelines as our boy digs himself deeper and deeper into bad habits.’


Thankfully, a child who finds learning or concentrating more difficult than most can be successful, and feel successful, if he receives the teaching and training that is right for his kind of brain. A child or teenager who has been taught efficient school success skills knows how to learn and therefore enjoys learning more. He has the tools to fulfil his brain’s potential. If his potential is very high, we can expect him to master knowledge and skills at a high level. If his potential is more limited, he will find the learning process harder, slower or more frustrating. He may never be an academic high-flyer, but he can still fulfil his own potential.


The skills needed for school success


The basic academic skills



	•
	Listening





	•
	Speaking





	•
	Reading





	•
	Writing





	•
	Numeracy




Positive attitudes (these are also skills, and they can be learned and honed)



	•
	Enthusiasm





	•
	Motivation





	•
	Cooperation





	•
	Curiosity





	•
	Confidence





	•
	Self-reliance





	•
	Impulse-control





	•
	Doing one’s best





	•
	Patience





	•
	Perseverance





	•
	Consideration




Useful habits



	•
	Following instructions immediately





	•
	Accepting correction and being willing to learn from it





	•
	Practising new skills until they come easily and automatically





	•
	Not expecting teachers to overlook minor problems and mistakes; not expecting teachers to bend the rules





	•
	Using your common sense and thinking about solutions, rather than about problems





	•
	Paying attention to details





	•
	Assuming there is something to be learned from every situation





	•
	Making a good impression by acting friendly, interested, polite, respectful and considerate, even when you don’t feel like it





	•
	Accepting praise, and giving yourself credit for improving




 


All these skills and habits can be learned. And it is the job of parents, not of teachers, to make sure that our children learn these skills and then practise them until they are habitual. Homework is the tool that parents can use to help children and teens learn these skills and habits and achieve their potential.










Chapter 3


Why schools by themselves cannot help all pupils to fulfil their potential


There are several important reasons why parents cannot just sit back and expect teachers to do the job of training children in the all-important skills that lead to school success.


A great deal of research has been done about learning styles (strengths and weaknesses). Researchers know much more than they did even ten years ago about the relative effectiveness of different teaching styles. We now know, in theory, how to help every child to achieve his potential! But it can take a long time for research findings to become a reality in the classroom.


Teachers are exposed to new teaching methods mostly through in-service training. This is often delivered by lecturers who have not had recent experience of the harsh realities of the classroom. Without intending to, these lecturers may paint an unrealistically rosy picture of the school system, implying that new strategies will be easy to put into practice. The initial response of teachers to hearing about new strategies may be enthusiasm and excitement. But this can quickly sour because they are often expected to implement new ideas based only on a one-day course, and without effective, consistent support from their senior leadership team. Because of this, many useful strategies fall by the wayside, and teachers often end up feeling disillusioned.


Even when teachers do understand what a particular child needs in order to fulfil his potential, schools may not be able to provide what is needed, due to a shortage of funding. For example, in almost every classroom there will be a few children who need a very different kind of learning environment. They need individualised, skilled instruction and very quiet, purposeful, calm surroundings. These pupils may be too distractible, too self-conscious or too easily upset to stay focused on their work in a busy, noisy classroom.


Even pupils with an acknowledged, assessed learning disability and an official statement of special educational needs are likely to be receiving only a small fraction of what they would need in order to really achieve what they are capable of achieving.


Any pupil who is experiencing difficulties will learn more successfully and will feel more confident (and as a consequence will also behave more maturely) when he is given plenty of time to master a topic or skill before being expected to move on to the next level of difficulty. A great deal of schoolwork is sequential. Each new skill or topic is most easily learned and remembered when it is sitting on a solid foundation of previously mastered skills and information. When a pupil has not mastered certain basic skills and facts, any subsequent learning will be like building on sand. The structure is bound to be shaky.


But in the classroom more time is often not available to the child who needs it. It is easy to understand why teachers move the whole class on as soon as the majority of the pupils have shown that they are ready. The needs of the majority who are coping and learning seem to outweigh the needs of the few who are struggling. But the inescapable fact is that in every class there will be some children who need lessons that progress at a much slower pace and that include much more repetition and more hands-on, active participation at each stage of learning.


A national policy of differentiation attempts to ensure that all pupils are always working at the level that is just right for them. Differentiation means adjusting the work so that each pupil can learn. Schoolwork and homework can be differentiated in numerous ways — by level, by the amount a pupil is expected to do, by the time allowed, or by how the work is presented.


Effective differentiation is often not easy to implement. It can take a lot of the teacher’s time and requires good organisation. The support available to organise differentiation effectively varies from school to school.


Differentiation solves some problems, but, like most solutions, it often creates a new set of problems. Some children feel embarrassed and demoralised when given obviously easier work. And sadly, even with conscientious differentiation, a significant minority of pupils are still left behind, not quite understanding, not quite remembering, and definitely not fulfilling their potential. Over time the gap in attainment among pupils in the same year continues to widen.


No teacher, no matter how gifted or dedicated, will ever care about a particular child’s success as much as the parents of that child will. Most schools accept that in any given classroom most pupils will perform adequately, a few pupils (those commonly labelled ‘quick, bright, able, gifted, highly intelligent’) will excel, and a few pupils will continually struggle with learning.


A pupil who rarely experiences success will, over time, lose confidence and enthusiasm. He may begin to think of himself as a failure and a disappointment. Eventually he may even give up trying. So it is not at all surprising that these same pupils continue to scrape along the bottom, just getting by, year after year. No parents are happy for their child to be among the group of children who continue to feel unsuccessful.


Teachers may have a one-sided view of a child who is experiencing problems at school. They are not able to see all the areas, outside of school, where this child functions adequately or possibly even shines. Therefore, the teachers of a pupil who continually struggles with school learning may conclude that the child is in fact achieving his potential, but that unfortunately his potential is quite low.


Living with their child and seeing him in many different situations, parents are in a much better position to see his true potential. They are also in an ideal position to guide their child to do his best and be his best. These children need what schools often cannot provide:


 



	•
	More individual instruction from an adult who understands about learning differences





	•
	More time to take in and absorb the information they need to learn





	•
	More frequent feedback, especially feedback about what they are doing right, so that they can build on their strengths





	•
	More practice (including practice at evaluating their own work)





	•
	A calmer, quieter, more orderly learning environment




 


The solution is not to waste time complaining or blaming the school, but to take charge and provide at home what your child needs but may not be getting from school. This book will explain how parents can do this using the daily homework time.










Chapter 4


Why parents need to take charge of their children’s education, what this really means, and what this can achieve


When pupils are taught the vital skills for school success, they are finally able, sometimes for the first time in their school lives, to fulfil their potential. They learn what they are capable of learning, and they apply what they have learned. Their curiosity, enthusiasm and self-confidence blossom, and they enjoy their ‘job’. This is what parents want for their children. This is what every child deserves.


You may feel very strongly that your child’s school should provide what he needs. Of course, that is true. You may want to do something to make that happen. You can work to help your school help your child more effectively. You can even make suggestions about how to improve the whole school system. But don’t hold your breath waiting for systems to change. Reforms usually happen very slowly, and in the meantime your child may be missing out, possibly even suffering.


Instead of complaining or resigning yourself to an unsatisfactory situation, take action. You, the parent, can provide what your child needs in order to become a successful learner.


 


Our children’s education is far too important to leave up to the schools.


 


Knowing that there is something you can do will help you to feel positive, rather than discouraged, when your child encounters some of the inevitable problems associated with schooling.


Some parents decide to be the sole educators of their children, but that is not what most modern families choose to do. What I am suggesting is that parents see themselves as the most important educators of their children.


It is, of course, the teachers’ responsibility to teach the school subjects. The parents’ role, however, is just as important. Our job as parents is to prepare our child so that he or she can access and take advantage of everything the school has to offer. To achieve this we need to take on the responsibility for teaching and training the all-important skills for school success. This means:


 



	•
	We will need to stay aware, day-by-day, of what is happening at school and how our child is responding.





	•
	We will need to be advocates for our children, supporting them and working with the school (see box page 21).





	•
	We will need to learn about and practise new ways of communicating with and guiding our children so that they become more and more cooperative, confident, motivated, self-reliant and considerate (see Section Two).





	•
	We will need to closely supervise the daily homework time so that we establish productive, enjoyable homework habits (see Section Two).





	•
	
We will need to teach our child how to learn and how to do his best (see Section Three).






	•
	We will need to fill in the gaps when the curriculum is moving too fast, leaving our child behind (see Section Four).





	•
	Possibly most important of all, we will probably need to change the family’s lifestyle in order to give each child the best possible chance to be, and feel, successful (see Chapter 9).




 


The above to-do list may seem quite daunting! You may be worried that you lack the patience or the education or the free time to take charge of your child’s education. You will be pleased to learn that teaching the skills for school success does not require you to invest any more time supervising homework than you normally would. Instead, it asks you to use the Calmer, Easier, Happier Homework methods and to do things differently within the daily homework time.


You do not even need to remember much of what you learned at school because it is not your job to teach the subject matter your child should be learning at school. Your job will be to train your child in good habits and to break down indigestible lumps of learning into bite-sized ‘micro-skills’. And as you put the Calmer, Easier, Happier Homework skills into practice, you will find that you need much less patience because you will encounter a lot less resistance or negativity and a lot more cooperation and enthusiasm.


 


KEY CONCEPT


Being an advocate for your child: Communicating effectively with the school


 


One important way that parents can help children to achieve their potential is to choose to see the school as a partner, not as an adversary. The following recommendations will help.


 


Put time and thought into building a positive relationship with your child’s teachers long before any problems arise. This will smooth the way when you do need to address an uncomfortable situation. There are several ways to establish rapport with teachers, and I suggest you do them all:


 


• Whenever you see any of the teachers, even in passing, smile and greet them by name. This has the added benefit of influencing your child to like, trust and respect his teachers more.


• Frequently notice and mention to your children’s teachers and to the head any aspects of the teaching or of the school’s ethos that you are pleased about. If you cannot do this in person, you can send notes in to school every week. When parents are angry and are feeling powerless to affect how the school is dealing with their child, they may not feel able to focus on the positive. But the positive can always be found, if we make a decision to look for it.


• Attend as many school events as possible, not only the twice-yearly parents’ evenings, but also the special evenings explaining aspects of the curriculum, the parents’ association meetings and the fundraisers such as jumble sales and fêtes, etc. Think of this as an investment in your child’s community.


• Mark all relevant school events on your calendar so that you do not forget about them or double-book yourself. Use a large family calendar that hangs at your child’s eye level, and write these events in neatly so that your child can easily read them. He will see how seriously you take his education.


• Help in the classroom or around the school, volunteer to accompany school outings, help with fundraising or become a school governor. Even a working parent with a heavy schedule can usually arrange to spare one hour each fortnight to contribute to the school community. Not only will you learn a lot about the school, but you will also be in a better position to influence practices and policies.


• Make a point of learning as much as you can, on an ongoing basis, about:


–         The teachers — their names, their strengths and weaknesses, how they view the class, how they view your child


–         The curriculum


–         How progress is monitored


–         Methods of teaching


–         Methods of behaviour management, including rules, rewards and consequences


–         How teachers want homework to be dealt with at home


Homework and home learning are the keys to school success


The usual advice that parents are given about helping children to do well at school is useful as far as it goes:


 



	•
	Make sure that your child has a desk in a quiet, well-lighted area.





	•
	Give him access to an appropriate dictionary and reference materials.





	•
	Show an interest.





	•
	Make sure he sees you reading.





	•
	Go to all parents’ evenings.




 


Useful though this basic advice may be, it is not enough! Many parents who have followed all these suggestions are still worried because their children are not doing their best, either at school or with their homework. Consequently, these children are not learning all that they could and should be learning, in terms of both school subjects and good habits.


The parents of these children and teenagers are frustrated and want to know what else they can do. Luckily, there are positive and effective alternatives to letting schoolwork and homework deteriorate until they become a huge source of friction in the family.


Homework is the one aspect of children’s schooling that parents have the most access to and the most influence over. Therefore, it makes sense for parents to be proactive and to harness the huge potential of homework to improve academic learning and sensible work habits.


One could debate the relative merits of different types of homework, or even the value of homework per se, but that is not my brief. I want to help children and teens to feel successful. In schools where homework is set, most young people cannot be (or feel) successful unless they are handing their homework in on time and doing their best on their homework. And even when children are attending schools that do not set homework, I still always recommend that some formal academic home learning, targeted to the child’s specific needs, be done daily.


I believe that regardless of ability or skill level, all children need to do homework because:


 



	•
	All children have weak areas that need to be strengthened.





	•
	All children should be stretched, and parents can do this better than teachers because parents know their child better and they can work one-to-one with that child.





	•
	All children need to develop good work habits and become more and more self-reliant.




What is the Calmer, Easier, Happier Homework programme?


Who will do it?


The Calmer, Easier, Happier Homework programme requires your active participation six days a week, during term time and also during holidays. On days when you are not available, you will need to ask another adult to stand in.


What will you be doing?


Six days a week (including holidays) you will be closely supervising all your child’s home learning: Homework, reading, memorising, revision and projects.


Where will you be doing this?


At home, or wherever you and your child happen to be during the sacred homework time, even in a hotel room if you are on holiday.


When will you do this?


Your participation will be needed for approximately one hour every day during the usual homework time. For younger children, the hour can be divided into two separate half-hours or even three sessions of twenty minutes each.


Why will you do this?


You need to take charge of your children’s homework habits because these are the school success skills that will enhance learning, boost confidence and motivation, and enable your children to get the most from school and from all the other areas of their lives. Homework habits lead to school habits, which lead to life habits.


Most educators acknowledge that children forget a vast amount of what they learn at school. As adults, we generally have only a vague recollection of topics such as the Tudors, Ancient Egypt, the Greek gods, photosynthesis, strong and weak verbs, quadratic equations, etc. What most often remains, after we have forgotten many of the details of the subjects we studied, are the skills of literacy and numeracy, a great deal of ‘general knowledge’ and certain positive attitudes and mature habits, such as enthusiasm, perseverance, attention to detail and problem solving. These are some of the basic skills and habits that enable adults to be employable and to function adequately in many other areas of life, including relationships and leisure pursuits.


I am not suggesting that parents and teachers should focus solely on literacy and numeracy at the expense of history, science, geography, art, music, P.E., etc. Those subjects are intrinsically important for many reasons. And they can be exciting vehicles for the learning of literacy, numeracy and positive attitudes and habits.


How will you do this?


During the daily homework time you will establish routines and habits that will make homework productive and enjoyable.


In addition, there are often resources available within the school to help children who need something extra in order to access the curriculum. Parents need to inform themselves so that they can assess carefully, monitor thoroughly, liaise assertively yet diplomatically, and advocate relentlessly.


 


(You have noticed, I am sure, that so far I have been writing about your child as ‘he’ and ‘him’. Throughout this book I will talk about both boys and girls, but most of my references will be to boys because boys make up more than three-quarters of all children who have problems with attention, learning and behaviour.)










Section Two


 


The Calmer, Easier, Happier Homework rules and routines










Chapter 5


The Essential Calmer, Easier, Happier Homework rules and routines


My children are all teenagers now and homework is definitely calmer, easier and happier since we learned Noël’s strategies, which was about five years ago.


Two of my kids had opposite problems from each other. The 12-year-old was a typical boy, dashing through his work as if he just didn’t care about it at all. My daughter, who was 14, spent hours every night getting her homework just right and getting herself exhausted. The solution, which we learned from Noël’s book, was the same for both of them. We found out from their schools how much time the homework should take, and we made them stick to that. So my son had to do more and my daughter had to do less. For the first week they both complained. Then they got used to it. My son’s work got better because he was paying more attention to it, and my daughter saw that when she had to, she could do good work in half the time. So we were able to spend time together as a family in the evenings. Of course, we started some other routines as well — no electronics until after homework, healthy snacks, practising micro-skills, lots more. My husband and I were worried that they’d hate the new rules, but they were happier, just like Noël said!
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