

[image: image]



Praise for Ann C. Barbour and
Learning at Home Prek–3: Homework
Activities That Engage Children and Families

“This book has so many rich choices for families to work together at home. The activities are categorized by academic subject and will be extremely easy for teachers or even an entire elementary school to incorporate as homework practices.”

—Stephanie Malin

Instructional Coach, Beaverton School District, Beaverton, OR

“This book is a great resource for educators and families and is filled with practical ideas to engage everyone in the fun of learning.”

—Susan Stewart

Curriculum Consultant, Supervisor, Adjunct Instructor,
Stark County Education Service Center, Ashland University, Hartville, OH

“I love this book. What a great resource, full of activities and directions for those activities that parents and other caregivers can easily do at home.”

—Nadia Mykysey

Educator, Temple University, Philadelphia, PA

“Wonderful! The author has done an excellent job of providing a wealth of materials for the educator and/or parent, as well as answering some tough questions about home learning for young children. It has been done with the utmost care and in a very professional manner.”

—Ken Klopack

Art and Gifted Educational Consultant, Chicago Public Schools, Chicago, IL

“This book is stuffed full of very valuable material for the classroom teacher who wants to encourage student engagement in meaningful learning activities at home. I am going to use this book and these wonderful ideas in writing my own professional goals for next year. The research, ideas, and materials are all very appropriate for me as I continue to grow as an experienced teacher who is interested in getting better every year!”

—Carol Forrest

Primary Teacher (K–1), Nyssa Elementary School, Nyssa, OR

“There is no doubt that connecting with family members is of great benefit to a student’s learning. Dr. Barbour presents clear and easy to implement strategies for successfully making this connection, with an emphasis on building positive home-school relationships and promoting learning together as an enjoyable experience for everyone involved. This work shows a clear commitment to exploring all subjects with children, including the often neglected science and art. This publication is clearly a valuable resource for educators and administrators alike at all stages of their career. Dr. Barbour clearly recognizes the importance of community resources, outdoor spaces and informal learning sites such as museums as valuable places for children and their families to learn together and provides clear guidance for how to tap into these resources.”

—Leah M. Melber

Director of Student and Teacher Programs, Lincoln Park Zoo, Chicago, IL

“For young children (and their parents), homework is often a painful, empty experience. Barbour rethinks this age-old task with meaningful and powerful ways parents can joyfully connect with their children and build the skills they need for school.”

—Steven Hicks

Teacher, The Accelerated School, Los Angeles, CA

“At this critical time in early childhood education, Ann’s book provides a valuable resource for programs seeking to strengthen ties between home and school. Grounded in the research on play and the benefits of family involvement in the learning process, this book provides a rich menu of ideas and resources that can be easily implemented in any early childhood setting.”

—Blanche Desjean-Perrotta

Associate Dean for Teacher Education and
Associate Professor of Early Childhood Education, University of Texas at San Antonio
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Introduction

 

If you have picked up this book, you are probably concerned about supporting children’s learning both inside and outside the classroom. As a classroom teacher, your main focus is or will be on effective curriculum practices during school hours. But you know that teachers are not the only influences on children’s knowledge, skills, and dispositions, or even the most important influence. You may wish that parents and other family members would be more involved in helping children learn, and you may have tried different strategies to encourage their participation. Maybe you have talked to parents about what they can do with their children at home. Perhaps you assign homework to extend classroom-based lessons and expect families to supervise it or at least make sure children complete and return it. But if you are like most teachers, you probably have experienced less parent participation than you would like.

This book is about encouraging learning at home and engaging family members, especially parents and others who have primary responsibility for childcare, in helping children develop academic knowledge and skills and intellectual dispositions, so they will do well in school and beyond. It contains research-based information about why and how to support children’s learning at home. It also includes a large collection of developmentally appropriate activities to make it easier for you to enlist family support in complementing and enhancing classroom instruction.

You can think of these activities as homework, but they are not of the traditional type. Rather than relying on pencil-and-paper assignments, which many children—and families for that matter—find dreary or stressful, the activities encourage children and family members to spend time together in informal, play-based interactions that reinforce and augment classroom instruction. They constitute what has sometimes been called interactive homework.

The first three chapters provide the research background and rationale for learning-at-home activities. Chapter 1 describes what we know about how children learn. Chapter 2 summarizes what have learned about effective strategies to overcome barriers to family involvement. Chapter 3 addresses issues and research findings related to homework, particularly for young children. In Chapter 4, there is a nuts-and-bolts description of how to apply this information through specific strategies to support learning at home.

Chapters 5, 6, and 7 are “make-and-take” chapters consisting of thematic school-to-home “kits” to encourage informal family interactions that complement, deepen, or enhance classroom instruction in language and literacy (Chapter 5), mathematics or science (Chapter 6), and the expressive arts (Chapter 7). While the activities are organized according to these subjects, most integrate developmental and content areas, including the social sciences.

Each kit in these chapters includes several activities appropriate for children in designated grade levels along with directions about how to make or assemble the necessary materials. However, because it’s as important to differentiate learning activities at home as it is in the classroom, you may find activities suited to your own students’ needs in any of the kits. There is also a list of children’s books that are related to the theme of the kit. Whenever possible, the lists identify literature that is especially relevant to particular cultural groups, ones with characters or situations with which families from those groups can identify. Each kit also includes ideas for additional ways families can encourage children’s learning. These suggestions do not depend on any items provided by the school. Because of their interactive nature, they enable families to use everyday experiences as educational opportunities.

In addition to the thematic kits in Chapters 5, 6 and 7, Chapter 8 has even more learning-at-home activities to share with families. These activities either require no materials at all or are based on materials that families commonly have on hand. But unlike the suggestions in the Chapters 5–7, they are not thematic. They are particularly appropriate for inclusion in school newsletters, Web sites, or vacation calendars. Chapter 9 expands interactive homework possibilities though suggestions for longer-term family projects that result in some sort of product that highlights each child’s or each family’s unique characteristics.

The Resources includes several games and activities that are ready for duplication. It also includes samples of letters and forms you can send home. There is a list of online resources through which you will find additional ideas for home-school activities as well as parent- and child-friendly Web sites you can recommend to families. As with other learning experiences, the educational value of electronic media for children can be enhanced when parents and other care providers participate and/or extend the lessons provided.

A characteristic of teaching effectiveness is resourcefulness. The materials in this book are intended to guide you in selecting and adapting activities to suit your own situation and accommodate the characteristics of the children you teach and their family circumstances. In the process, you may be inspired to modify activities you already use in your classroom to cultivate family participation in strengthening children’s learning at home.

As a result of the drumbeat for early academics, teachers, parents, and children alike are feeling the pressure of higher academic expectations at earlier ages. Certainly, we want all children to acquire the academic skills needed to succeed in school but to do so without sacrificing their eagerness to learn or confidence in their own abilities. Homework—learning-at-home activities—should be considered in relationship to these goals. What if homework turned children on, rather than turned them off? What if it was something to look forward to, rather than a chore? What if it bridged home and school cultures? What if it encouraged, rather than discouraged, family togetherness? I have seen these things happen through the kinds of learning-at-home activities you will find in this book—ones that are based on children’s real-world experiences with concrete materials and with others who can capitalize on interactions as teaching and learning opportunities. I hope it will help you make these things possible in your own classroom.
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I didn’t know how interested my son is in reading and learning new things until we played those games you sent home with him.

—Parent’s note to her son’s kindergarten teacher

What are the best ways to encourage children’s learning at home? Answers to this question depend on what we know about how children learn in general and the integral role that families play in that process. Our understanding of learning is based on decades of research. While there are numerous approaches to curriculum, there is widespread agreement about principles and practices that underlie the best of them. Regardless of setting—whether formal or informal, school or home—these principles apply.

Any steps you take to encourage children’s learning at home involve the family. Your efforts will be magnified if families, too, understand how children learn best. To this end, you have a unique opportunity to help them do so even though that may not be the reason you became a teacher. You may agree with a veteran teacher who said, “When I first started teaching I wasn’t altogether prepared for how much I would be involved in parent education!” Even so, while the approaches you use to facilitate learning at home are designed to benefit children, they can also help family members better understand children’s learning, so they are able to support it now and in the future.


LEARNING PRINCIPLES

Children Are Active Learners

Whether or not learning theorists have influenced your views, if you have worked with young children, you know they learn best when they are actively engaged. Just like the ancient Chinese proverb “I hear and I forget. I see and I remember. I do and I understand,” children learn by doing. From birth on, they are intent on finding out about the world around them. They actively construct understanding through their own endeavors during first-hand experiences with materials and with others in their homes, communities, and classrooms. They need abundant opportunities to figure out how things work in both the physical and social worlds. Good learning experiences enable them to do just that. Good learning experiences are authentic—connected to the real world as children know it—and for that reason they are memorable and satisfying. No amount of telling children that 2 + 3 = 5 can replace actual experiences with concrete materials they can use to make this and other numerical relationships meaningful.

Parents and other adult family members may not fully understand young children’s need for the kinds of first-hand experiences that best support their learning. They may hold the view that true learning is “book learning”—formal instruction by trained teachers—and that it entails the kinds of systematic instructional practices prevalent in classrooms for older students. But just like their children, parents also learn by doing. They are better able to understand the power of active learning by experiencing it themselves. Telling them that children learn through authentic experiences is likely to be less effective than enabling them—say—to play a game with their child that entails using academic and intellectual skills, so they experience the benefit of active learning first-hand.

Children Learn Through Interactions With Others

Learning is in large part a social activity. Children are social beings and social interaction has great power to encourage the expansion of their thinking and their language skills. Communication with others enables children to connect their experiences to the language symbols—the words—that represent them. As they become more proficient language users, their ability to talk about their understandings improves. At the same time, other people can use language to provoke children’s thinking. Interaction in all forms—both verbal and nonverbal—is mediated by the cultural context with all its richness and nuance. What children see and hear and how others respond to them impacts their learning in both subtle and dramatic ways.

Children’s potential to learn also hinges on social interaction. They are primed to learn when the level of challenge is just outside the realm of what they are able to do independently. Adults and more-capable siblings and peers can provide the necessary guidance and scaffolding for children to take that next step, so that subsequently, they can take it by themselves. The image of a scaffold as a temporary framework that supports learning is an apt one in helping us understand our roles as teachers. While curiosity and a sense of competence are the main reasons children are eager to learn, social interactions enable other people to cultivate that desire, reinforce children’s efforts, and motivate them still further.

When adults—teachers and parents alike—show they value learning and include children in activities that naturally include academic skills like reading and using numbers, they are encouraging children’s interest in and enthusiasm for learning those skills. Teachers can help parents understand the power of participating in informal activities with their children. Every day activities like cooking, building, making repairs, or playing a game together are powerful and satisfying learning opportunities for children and positively influence their motivation to learn.

Children Learn Holistically

It’s customary to describe children’s development and learning in separate areas: social/emotional, cognitive, language, physical. But this is an artificial division because development in one area influences and is influenced by development in other areas. For example, in the same way that children’s language and intellectual development are intertwined—each supporting the other—so too are their conceptual understandings. Children perceive the world as an integrated whole, not divided into bits of information in discrete categories like reading, writing, or mathematics. As children engage in activities, they naturally seek out connections between new information and what they already know. This not only makes learning more meaningful, it makes it easier.

Integrated learning activities approximate real-world experiences because they help children make connections across content areas and construct knowledge that is relevant on a personal level. They also help children apply skills and concepts in meaningful ways. For example, the ability to differentiate attributes of objects is important in every subject area. It aids in recognizing differences in quantity, size, shape, pattern, and letters, and it enables children to compare and contrast characteristics of organisms and other natural phenomena. While integrated approaches can help children acquire basic academic skills, such as letter recognition, their value in addressing intellectual dispositions or “habits of mind” (Katz, 1993) should not be underestimated. These dispositions include a desire to make sense of their experiences, to theorize about cause and effect, and to think critically. They are also motivating factors in children’s continued eagerness to learn.

The general public is accustomed to thinking of learning in specific content areas. As a result, parents may think that basic skills are best taught through direct instruction apart from a context that makes these skills meaningful. For example, parents may encourage their children to recite the alphabet, count to 10, or name colors under the assumption that their ability to do so means they understand these concepts and can apply them in other situations. They may not understand that children will be more likely to learn how to spell a word if they need it to use it to write an important message than if the word is part of a list of unrelated spelling words. Once again, teachers can help parents understand that experiences and activities through which children make connections across developmental and content areas make learning easier and more meaningful.

Each Child’s Learning Style Is Unique

Every child is naturally good at certain things and has preferred ways of learning. The key for teachers and parents is to recognize and respect each child’s unique talents and to provide learning opportunities that best match his or her learning style. Howard Gardner’s (1993) descriptions of nine intelligences (linguistic, logical-mathematical, musical, spatial, bodily-kinesthetic, intrapersonal, interpersonal, and existential) provide insight into the various avenues through which we all can learn. Each child possesses these competencies to a varying degree but finds learning through some channels easier. For instance, some children are sensitive to the meaning and order of words (linguistic intelligence), others to the complexity of logical systems (logical-mathematical intelligence). Some children naturally think in pictures (spatial intelligence), while still others are skilled at using their bodies (bodily-kinesthetic). When we accommodate differences in how children best learn and display knowledge, we are helping them to be successful and feel more capable as learners.

Helping parents accept and appreciate their child’s unique abilities and learning styles is another way teachers can support children’s learning at home. Teachers can also encourage parents to engage children in experiences that enable them to use their natural talents. And, as a result of their understanding of each child’s strengths, teachers can further support parents in this process by recommending or assigning particular kinds of learning-at-home activities.

Children Learn Through Play

Play is a catalyst for learning. Through play, children have opportunities to make sense of their experiences. Play enables them to learn and practice concepts and skills, express their ideas and emotions, and develop symbolic capabilities. It also helps children build relationships and solve problems. Play is often described by its characteristics. It is self-initiated, spontaneous, actively engaging, intrinsically motivating, carried on for its own sake, and pleasurable. When adults provide activities and experiences that embody at least some of the characteristics of play, they are capitalizing on the power of play to encourage learning. This means that an activity that is inherently motivating, individually relevant, and engaging is a great learning activity. Playful activities can be used to build academic skills such as vocabulary and print recognition, number sense, measurement and geometry concepts, and other skills that are encapsulated in most states’ curriculum standards. Of equal or greater importance, playful activities that absorb children’s interest and encourage their curiosity strengthen intellectual dispositions and contribute to their eagerness to learn. And when adults play with children, they can take advantage of teachable moments and see child development in action.

This is perhaps the key to encouraging family members to participate in educational activities at home with their children. The power of play to promote learning is widely misunderstood. Teachers who enable parents and other family members to engage in playful activities with children are supporting learning and at the same time helping families better understand the role of play as a medium and context for learning. Play also encourages family togetherness, which has emotional benefits including children’s feelings of self-worth and family and cultural identification.


EARLY LEARNING PRACTICES

Besides considering how and why to encourage learning at home, you will need to plan for what children will learn. Understanding age-related and individual characteristics and needs are important factors in the process of recommending to family members how they can best support children’s learning. In addition, you are or will be charged with organizing and planning curriculum relative to grade-level learning outcomes. These considerations will determine the kinds of home activities and concrete learning materials from which children are most likely to benefit.

Curriculum Guidelines

State and school district standards define small units of knowledge and skills that make up academic program goals and desired learning outcomes. Whether termed guidelines, frameworks, foundations, or standards, they share many similarities in outlining grade-level expectations for learning in language, literacy, mathematics, science, and other academic domains. It should be noted, however, that academic goals are often different from the foundational skills (e.g., using language to express oneself or focusing attention on purposeful activities) and intellectual dispositions (e.g., curiosity or persistence) that support learning in both the short and long term. These underlying skills are more likely to be included in early learning standards in preschool than in kindergarten or primary-grade standards.

Ideally, children’s experiences in—as well as outside of—school should help them reach both intellectual and academic goals. Many curriculum frameworks mention the importance of family involvement and schools’ support for parents as partners in the education and development of children. The notion that schools and families should work collaboratively to ensure that children engage in optimal learning experiences is one supported by the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001. While guidelines may mention the importance of engaging families in school curriculum, specific strategies to help children reach desired outcomes or ways to involve families in the process are left up to each district, school, and teacher.

As a teacher, you are guided to some extent by grade-level standards that usually describe outcomes in each content area. Understanding curriculum approaches in each of these areas can aid you in applying learning principles to help each child progress relative to these standards. Appropriate curriculum encourages active learning, is child-centered, and promotes intellectual dispositions as well as academic knowledge. It often integrates content areas. Addressing curriculum standards appropriately requires intentionality. Part of intentionality is conveying to others how child-centered learning experiences are compatible with standards. What we know about child-centered learning and best practice in each curriculum field is informed by research and supported by professional organizations. With sensitivity to family characteristics and advanced planning, you can directly involve family members in fostering children’s knowledge and skills in all areas of the curriculum. And in the process, you are helping families become more aware of appropriate approaches that encourage children to be engaged and enthusiastic learners.

Language and Literacy

Children are made readers on the laps of their parents.

—Emilie Buchwald

Language and literacy acquisition go hand-in-hand and continue to develop as children grow. Experiences with oral language lay the foundation for later literacy learning. For children to learn to read and write, both communication and literacy skills need to come together. The more children hear and use language to communicate, the greater their understanding of the phonological (sound), syntactic (rules), semantic (meaning), and pragmatic (usage) aspects of language. The more experiences they have with print in their environments and with books, the better they understand that print conveys messages and relies on basic conventions. Appropriate experiences with print also encourage such literacy specific skills as letter recognition, sound-symbol correspondence, encoding, decoding, and phonemic awareness.

One-on-one conversations, storybook reading, and activities that include words in spoken or written forms provide opportunities for children to deepen their language and literacy development. Activities such as these are also fundamental to children’s concept development and motivation to learn. Interaction is key. A joint position statement entitled “Learning to Read and Write,” published by the International Reading Association (IRA;1998) and the National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) describes appropriate experiences and teaching to support literacy learning from preschool through the primary grades. In preschool, these approaches are

[image: image] Positive, nurturing relationships with adults who engage in responsive conversations with individual children, model reading and writing behavior, and foster children’s interest in and enjoyment of reading and writing;

[image: image] Print-rich environments that provide opportunities and tools for children to see and use written language for a variety of purposes, with teachers drawing children’s attention to specific letters and words;

[image: image] Adults’ daily reading of high-quality books to individual children or small groups, including books that positively reflect children’s identity, home language, and culture;

[image: image] Opportunities for children to talk about what is read and to focus on the sounds and parts of language as well as the meaning;

[image: image] Teaching strategies and experiences that develop phonemic awareness, such as songs, fingerplays, games, poems, and stories in which phonemic patterns such as rhyme and alliteration are salient;

[image: image] Opportunities to engage in play that incorporates literacy tools, such as writing grocery lists in dramatic play, making signs in block building, and using icons and words in exploring a computer game; and

[image: image] Firsthand experiences that expand children’s vocabulary, such as trips in the community and exposure to various tools, objects, and materials.

In addition to those listed above, some of the appropriate experiences in kindergarten and the primary grades include
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