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THIS BOOK CAN HELP YOU SECURE A GOOD EDUCATION for your child. Before you begin, please take a moment to read these few guidelines and caveats.

The Educated Child is organized into three main parts. Part I is for parents of preschoolers. It will help you get your child ready for school and do your vital job as his “home room” teacher in the years before kindergarten.

Part II addresses the academic curriculum from kindergarten through eighth grade. (Throughout this book, we use the term “elementary school” to refer to these grades.) These chapters outline important knowledge and skills your child should learn. They give tips for appraising his progress, as well as tools to help you decide whether your school is doing a good job. You’ll also find plenty of ideas about ways to supplement the school’s efforts at home.

Part III moves outside the formal curriculum and takes up important matters such as character education and teaching children with special needs. These chapters discuss how to help your child succeed in elementary school. They alert you to some issues, problems, and puzzles you may encounter, and suggest ways to stay involved in your child’s education.

It is not necessary to read this book straight through, from cover to cover. Treat it as a resource to consult during your child’s passage from the earliest years to the threshold of high school. Keep it on a handy shelf. Pick it up and browse from time to time. Check to see what sorts of lessons good schools teach. If your child needs to improve his homework habits, turn to that section. If you have doubts about your school’s social studies curriculum, spend some time with the chapter on history and geography. This book can be a tool to help you stay a step ahead of the game and spot problems before they have a chance to hinder your child’s education.

It is not necessary to take every action suggested in this book. In the coming chapters, while reminding you of basic parental responsibilities, we also offer many different ideas about how to fulfill those duties—activities you might try, questions you might ask teachers, books you might share with your child. We do not mean that you should attempt all, or even most of, the specifics! That is unnecessary and for most parents not possible. You don’t have that much time. The activities in this book come recommended by a wide variety of parents, teachers, and principals whose judgment we trust, but the authors certainly have not done every one of them with their own children. The many examples, strategies, and ideas we offer are meant as helpful suggestions. Some will be better suited than others for your particular child and your particular school. We leave it to you to choose among them.

Your child does not have to know every item listed in this book to be considered “educated.” He does not have to read every book recommended, try every activity, and master every fact. The authors do not know every single thing that a good elementary school might teach. Nor, probably, do you. The point is that good schools introduce children to most of the topics outlined here, and they do it in an organized, sustained fashion. Not every lesson your child studies will stay in his head. But a great deal of it will remain and have a defining impact on his education.

The authors drew on the experience of many good parents and fine teachers in assembling this book. Their advice informs virtually every page. Nothing in this book is revolutionary, however. You will find no magic bullets or profound secrets. You will find a measure of common sense, which in our time is very much needed in education. Sometimes we need to reaffirm common sense in order to focus on what is important, reinforce our confidence, and speed our efforts along.

It also helps to reaffirm common sense because there are more than a few “experts” in this field who act as though education is an arcane science that only highly trained professionals (like themselves) can really fathom. Sometimes they make parents feel unqualified to judge what is happening in their schools and their children’s lives. They spout jargon and invoke theories to justify low expectations and achievement. This book will fortify you against such excuses. Degrees, certificates, credentials, fancy terms—none of these guarantees a good education, and you should not be intimidated by them.

In truth, it takes no special expertise to judge a school. You don’t have to be a shoemaker to know that the shoe doesn’t fit. You don’t have to be a curriculum developer or district superintendent to know that your child’s education isn’t going right. You may not feel comfortable judging a specific lesson or teaching method. But if you pay attention to what your child is learning, you can get an accurate sense of whether the school is doing a good job overall.

Think of this book, then, as common sense plus. It can reaffirm your own prudent judgment, plus give you some solid ideas about what a good education looks and feels like.

The ideas, strategies, and suggestions included here are intended as education equalizers. They don’t depend on how much money you have, the color of your skin, or your own educational background. Your attitudes and efforts are more important to your child’s academic success than family income or the number of diplomas hanging on your wall. A parent who dropped out of high school but now has a strong commitment to education is much more valuable than a Ph.D. parent with an attitude of indifference toward his child’s learning. One of the great American ideals is that all parents should be able to secure a good education for their children. We believe in that ideal and offer this book in that spirit.

A Note to Single Parents

We all know that raising a child alone is tough. We recognize that it’s also harder for a single parent to help his or her child get the best possible education. You are stretched thinner on time, energy, and resources. Nevertheless, you can do it. You may need to call in allies—brothers, sisters, grandparents, neighbors, pastors, friends. Your first job may be to round up people you trust to help make sure homework gets done, to read with your child, or just to keep an eye on him and give him someone to talk with while you are away. One of the authors grew up in a home without a father. He and his brother were raised by their mother, with help from a grandmother. With effort, they made it work. Millions of other Americans are doing the same. All kids don’t get equal starts, but the relevant adults in a child’s life still make the defining difference in his education.

A Note to Home Schoolers

Parents who school their children at home will find many parts of this book valuable. Read through the discussions of what good schools do. You’ll want to provide most of the same benefits. Many questions that we suggest parents ask of their schools are ones you will want to ask of yourself.

The core curriculum described in this book can provide a framework for decisions about what is most important for you to teach. In sections such as “Teaching Your Child Good Study Habits” and “Tests and Testing,” you’ll find pointers to help your child become a good student. You may gain useful insights from discussions of such topics as television, physical fitness, sex education, and drugs and alcohol. We also furnish numerous suggestions for parents who wish to supplement their child’s education, lists that may be even more beneficial for moms and dads who are shouldering the burden of schooling at home. (Our hats are off to you!)

A Note to New Americans

Many people newly arrived on these shores encounter an education system that is very different from the one they grew up with. They are deeply concerned about the quality of American schools but not sure how to approach them. If you are new to this country, this book will provide an orientation to American schooling—its troubles as well as its strengths. It can help you learn to take part in school life, as well as judge what you must do to make the system work well for your child.

This country, perhaps more than any other, draws strength from the coming together of people from all over the world. Amid that diversity there exists a common culture—the ideas, knowledge, and beliefs we all share as Americans. One of the main jobs of an elementary school is to welcome all children to the best of that common culture. This book will help you decide whether your school is doing that job well. It will help you determine whether your school is getting your child ready to succeed in this land of opportunity.

A Note to Teachers

Although this book is written primarily for parents, teachers and other educators can also benefit from it. You may or may not discover anything new about schools, but you will likely gain a clearer understanding of what your “clients” seek. As will be evident, we urge parents to hold high expectations for their children and their schools. First, however, parents must take their own educational responsibilities very seriously. You will find that we, too, have scant patience for parents who expect you to do the entire job. In these pages, you will see some ways that parents can lend a hand—indeed, ways that you can reasonably expect them to involve themselves with their children’s education.


This book alternates (by chapter) between masculine and feminine pronouns when referring to children. We have adopted this convention since America has approximately equal numbers of girls and boys. Because the majority of U.S. educators at the elementary school level are women, we use feminine pronouns to refer to teachers.

Nobody is perfect. No parent can do a flawless job. The authors, and the people whose advice we have incorporated, are all mistake-making adults who do not always practice what we preach. (We approach this subject, by the way, with diverse perspectives: one of us has finished seeing his children through school, another is in the process, the third has yet to begin.) The most any of us can do is try our hardest for our kids. The higher we aim, the better off they will be. Children—and schools—rise with parents’ expectations. The only way to lift our young people is to lift our own sights and standards. We wish you well. Your kids are counting on you.
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THE PURPOSE OF THIS BOOK IS TO HELP YOU SECURE A good education for your child from early childhood through the eighth grade. As far as learning goes, these years are far and away the most important. They are the time when children acquire the bricks and mortar of a solid education—the knowledge, skills, habits, and ideals that will serve as the foundation of learning and character throughout their lives. If that edifice is solid by the end of eighth grade, then a student’s future is bright indeed. If poorly constructed, the outlook is much dimmer.

Our aim is three-fold. First, we hope to remind parents of their own responsibilities in educating their children. There are few secrets to raising good students. What needs to be done is mostly a matter of common sense. But there is much you can do, and a few things that you must do, to see that your child learns well.

Second, this book will help you determine whether your school is doing a good job. Many parents assume that their children’s schools maintain high expectations and offer a quality education. They naturally want to believe that the academic program is strong. Our message to you is: “Trust but verify.” The reality is that too many American schools are not doing right by their pupils. In the coming chapters, you’ll find some tools you can use to figure out whether your child is truly getting a good education, and some suggestions about how to correct problems at school.

Third, this book paints a fairly detailed picture of what a well-educated child knows and can do. For much of American history, there existed the idea of a “good education.” It meant possessing certain knowledge and skills, and behaving in a certain way. Today, regrettably, such a vision is missing from many schools. They are reluctant to specify the lessons that all children should learn. This is a shame, because some things are more important to know than others.

This book helps you know what to look for in a good education. It reminds you of what to stand for as a parent, and what you should not stand for. It draws on common sense, the experience of many teachers and parents, the wisdom of the ages, and much of the best available research. We can all use allies in our efforts to raise children. Think of this book as an ally to help you keep yourself, your child, and your school on track.

You Are Your Child’s Most Important Teacher

There is an old saying that a parent’s heart is the child’s schoolroom. Your dreams, your efforts, your examples and loving exhortations—these set the boundaries of your child’s education. The seminal lessons taught in the home stay with children as they make their way through school and life, shaping their interests, ideals, and enthusiasm for learning. Parents are children’s first and most important teachers. Raising your child is your number one job. Seeing that he gets a good education is, in many respects, the crux of that task.

The pressures of time, work, and competing interests tempt us to hand more and more of our educational responsibilities to others. Parents often get a subtle, alluring, but deeply damaging message from today’s culture: your role is not quite so important after all. You can delegate. You can outsource. Children will suffer no harm—in fact, they may reap some benefits—when they get more of their care and guidance from others. Specialists and experts can fill in for you, pay attention for you, make decisions for you, give guidance where you cannot. Let others take charge of education: curriculum directors, counselors, child care professionals, even children themselves. It is a seductive siren song. It gives the green light for surrendering part of a sacred duty.

You must resist these temptations. For good or ill, you are always your child’s most influential teacher. Even when he reaches school age, you are still the dean-at-home, the chief academic officer. The more involved you are, the better your child’s chances of getting a good education. If you begin to remove yourself from the learning process, those chances start to plummet. If you turn over your most important responsibilities to others, you may doom his school career. That amounts to educational abandonment, a pernicious form of child neglect. You need to be in charge of your child’s education. So take charge.

Several critical elements can come only from you. First among these is your love. The psychologist Urie Bronfenbrenner says that the one indispensable condition for a child’s successful upbringing is that at least one adult must have a deep and irrational attachment to him. In other words, someone must be absolutely crazy about that child. Children are put on this earth to be loved. They need unconditional devotion (not unconditional approval). When they grow up knowing that an adult is always there as guardian angel and guide, they thrive. When they sense that such devotion is missing, things can begin to go terribly wrong with their educations and their lives.

Your attitude about education is another key predictor of academic success. Your child looks to you for cues about what is important in life. He is always watching for your approval or disapproval, for your interest or indifference. If you care, he cares. If he sees that you value learning, he will probably do the same. If he observes you putting education second or third, he may not take his schoolwork seriously. Consistent reinforcement means everything. The messages you send determine in no small way how well your child reads, writes, and thinks. Every morning, you must send him off to school with a good night’s sleep, a decent breakfast, and a positive attitude toward learning.

Instilling the highest ideals is crucial: Belief in the value of hard work. A strong sense of responsibility. A willingness to keep trying until success finally comes. Respect for legitimate authority. Such traits are the engines that power learning at school, in college, and in life. Academic success depends on them. Transmission of these virtues is more than just part of the territory of parenthood. It is a fundamental obligation.

Your expectations are all important. Children strive to clear the bars that their parents set. So long as those standards are fair and reasonable, they help kids flourish. Parents’ expectations determine whether children finish homework on time and study for tests. They separate good students from bad. They help set the course of life. It is said that Abraham Lincoln’s mother told him over and over again what kind of good, hardworking man she hoped he would become. Many years later Lincoln observed, “All that I am, and all that I hope to be, I owe to my angel mother.” Setting standards for children is not placing a burden on them. It is an expression of love and confidence.

Good students usually come from homes where moms and dads have tried to create a rich learning environment. They’ve stimulated their children’s curiosity by showing them that the world is a fascinating place and helping them explore it. This does not require you to spend lots of money or have a degree in education. It mostly consists of seeing that your child grows up with interesting things to do. It means reading aloud to him, and listening to him read aloud. It means playing games, asking and answering questions, explaining things as best you can. It means exposing him to varied experiences and visiting places together—taking walks in the woods, working in the garden, occasionally going to a museum or monument. Such activities turn children into curious students.

Education success comes from putting enough time into the right work. What one spends time on is what one ends up knowing. If your child spends endless hours playing video games, he will know all the ins and outs of video games. If he spends time on math and science, then that’s what he will know. Academic achievement also hinges, to no small degree, on the time you devote to education. If you spend time helping your loved one learn to read, master those multiplication tables, and listen carefully when others are talking, his chances of doing well in school are much better.

Know what your child is doing—where he is, who his friends are, what books he reads, what movies he sees. Keep track of schoolwork—what he is learning, whether he’s finishing his assignments, if he’s prepared for that upcoming test. The parents of good students keep an eye on what the school teaches. They have a sense of the expectations it maintains, the discipline it requires. Your child’s education demands your vigilance. You must stay alert. No one else will do it for you. When a parent’s attention wanders, a child may quickly veer off the learning track. It may be harder than you think to get him back on.

You teach by example. Aesop tells a wonderful fable about a crab and his son scurrying over the sand. The father chastised his child: “Stop walking sideways! It’s much more becoming to stroll straightforward.” The young crab replied: “I will, father dear, just as soon as I see how. Show me the straight way, and I’ll walk in it behind you.” There is nothing like the quiet power of intellectual example and moral example. Parents teach in everything they do. More often than not, your child will walk it the way you walk it.

For most moms and dads, faith is a crucial part of education. Believing that children are moral and spiritual beings, they want their loved ones to be educated in a way that reflects those beliefs. Public schools, by law, cannot be of help in the inculcation of faith. But there are other institutions—churches, synagogues, mosques, and of course religious schools—that can be critical teachers. Bear in mind that religious training can help young people become better students, and there is ample evidence that faith safeguards children from threats that wreck educations at an early age, such as drugs, alcohol, and sexual experimentation.

The rules you maintain lie at the foundations of a good education—rules such as “All schoolwork must be finished before you talk to your friends on the phone,” and “Always speak politely to teachers.” Without clear direction from parents, most students do not know how to conduct themselves.

Rules about television are especially critical to academic success. In this country, television has become an enemy of education. In many homes, it is a constant interference with learning. Television is not only a distraction and sometimes a cesspool, but watching it also means your child is losing the opportunity to do something more valuable. Almost anything else—reading, exercising, playing a game, talking with parents, even sleeping—is a better use of your child’s time. The research is clear: excessive television hurts a youngster’s school achievement. A TV set on all the time is a sign of parental indifference. Yes, there is some good TV, but if you care about education, your youngster cannot sit slack-jawed hour after hour in front of the tube.

These, then, are the fundamentals. Your love. Your attitude about education. Your efforts to stimulate your child’s curiosity. Your ideals, rules, and expectations. The time and attention you pay, and the examples you set. These themes are at the core of this book. They are necessary ingredients on your end. They do not guarantee academic achievement, but they make it much more likely. They put your child’s education in the hands best able to direct it: yours.

Lessons That Good Schools Teach

Parents often attach the most importance to higher education, yet elementary school has a far greater impact. Except for family and church, no institution is so influential. We ask elementary schools to help shape our students’ first and lasting ideas about themselves, their country, and the world. We expect them to teach basic knowledge and nourish the appetite for learning. In the K–8 years, children gain—or fail to gain—skills they will need throughout their educations and careers. They develop habits and values they will carry the rest of their days. Elementary school is an invitation and encouragement to a fulfilled life. In educational significance, its mission dwarfs all others.

The authors have visited hundreds of schools across the country. We have learned that good elementary schools share a certain character or ethos. They teach certain lessons and uphold certain ideals. It takes no expertise to recognize whether a school is doing right by its students. You can begin to get a good sense of it just by spending a little time in its classrooms and corridors.

Good schools attend to the basic subjects: English, history, geography, math, science, art, and music. They focus on these academic fundamentals. They don’t clutter the curriculum with so many other topics that the basics get pushed aside. Students know that learning this core curriculum is serious business.

Good elementary schools concentrate on essential skills. Perhaps most of all, that means teaching students how to comprehend the written word. Reading is the heart and soul of elementary education. If a child goes on to high school unable to read fluently, his chances for academic success are in great peril. Other vital skills also need to be mastered before eighth grade. We expect elementary schools to teach children to speak and write well; to add, subtract, multiply, divide, and measure things; to think logically and clearly; to ask good questions, analyze problems, and search for correct answers.

Knowledge is just as important as skills. Good elementary schools recognize that there are some facts and ideas that all American students should know. For example, they teach students what a right triangle is, what happened in 1776, where the earth is in our solar system, what a Trojan horse is. Good schools spell out for parents the fundamental knowledge they intend to transmit. Teaching it is serious work, not a chance by-product of learning skills.

Elementary schools hold the responsibility of transmitting to each new generation what may be called our “common culture,” the things that bind Americans together as one people. In its highest form, this common culture is the sum of our intellectual inheritance, our legacy from all the ages that have gone before us. It is the knowledge, ideas, and aspirations that shape our understanding of who we are as a people. Our common culture is found in documents such as the Constitution and the Declaration of Independence; in principles such as the belief that all men are created equal; and in events from our past, such as the landings of the Mayflower at Plymouth and the Eagle on the moon. It lies in great stories and poems, such as Charles Dickens’s A Christmas Carol and Emma Lazarus’s “The New Colossus.” Americans of all backgrounds want schools to acquaint children with our common legacy. As the journalist Walter Lippmann once observed, no culture can survive that is ignorant of its own traditions.

Teaching cultural literacy is part of the effort of raising good citizens. This task, too, belongs in considerable part to the elementary school: to help lay the groundwork for young people’s eventual entry into the democratic community of responsible adults. Teachers acquaint pupils with their rights as well as their duties to their fellow citizens and their country. Teddy Roosevelt once said that “the first requisite of a good citizen in this republic of ours is that he shall be able and willing to pull his own weight.” Good schools teach such civic virtues. They help children learn to live up to their obligations, not to shrink from toil, and to give others the respect they are due. They teach them to recognize America’s faults, but also to offer this country the great honor it deserves. They help children become, in Madison’s words, “loving critics.”

In that vein, good elementary schools help parents develop character in children. They never lose sight of the fact that the formation of intellect and character go hand in hand. In training young hearts and minds toward the good, they make conscious efforts to inculcate virtues such as self-discipline, diligence, perseverance, and honesty. Teachers cultivate these traits largely through the formation of habits: getting to class on time, being thorough about assignments, saying “Yes, Ma’am” and “Yes, Sir” to teachers, cleaning up after oneself. They offer lessons that appeal to children’s moral imaginations. They help students come to know virtue.

These are lessons that good elementary schools must teach. Our system of education is like a pyramid. Success at each level—high school, college, and beyond—depends on earlier preparation. Mediocrity at any stage will diminish possibilities for the next. A cracked foundation threatens the whole.

Will Your School Educate Your Child Well?

It is well documented that many U.S. schools are not meeting today’s challenges. Surveys and test scores are disheartening. The National Assessment of Educational Progress reports that fewer than one third of fourth graders are “proficient” readers. Nearly 40 percent read below the “basic” level, which means they can barely read at all. In math, nearly 40 percent of eighth graders score below basic. Americans are now sadly accustomed to newspaper reports that fewer than one in five American children knows the purpose of the Declaration of Independence, or that one third of high school seniors can’t identify the countries we fought during World War II.

Employers complain that many job applicants lack the basic reading and math skills they need to perform the jobs they are seeking. They say that many students come out of school with poor work habits, including disorganization, irresponsibility, and an inability to get to work on time. College officials voice similar concerns. Nationwide, about three in ten first-time college freshmen now have to take remedial courses in reading, writing, or mathematics. As Steven Sample, president of the University of Southern California, has observed, “A country that has the best universities in the world has among the worst elementary and secondary schools.”

There are some bright spots in the academic record, particularly in the lower grades. In international math and science tests, for example, American fourth graders fare well compared with students in other nations. By the eighth grade, however, their performance is middling. By twelfth grade, they occupy the international cellar. In math and science, American seniors are among the worst in the industrialized world.

Clearly something is going wrong, particularly in the middle and high school grades. Unlike students in other countries, our kids seem to do worse the longer they stay in school. By the end of eighth grade, many are ill-prepared for the kind of high school education we want them to have.

The U.S. has been “reforming” its schools for the better part of two decades. We’ve tried a hundred different programs and a thousand gimmicks. We’ve poured in countless billions of dollars. Yet it’s clearer than ever that none of these nostrums has worked—and some have made matters worse. It is deeply disturbing that in the most prosperous country in the world, our education system is failing so many of our children.

Low academic standards afflict many schools. Textbooks, tests, and assignments are watered down. “We’re just demanding less and less, all the time,” says a veteran North Carolina teacher. “I’m teaching lessons in the eighth grade that I used to teach in the sixth.” Students learn to get by with less than their best. “No one corrects bad spelling or punctuation—and we’re talking about third grade,” says one worried mom. “Everyone gets a gold star.” Some schools seem to have forgotten that there is a difference between making a lesson interesting and making it easy. “My seventh grader spent the last two weeks of social studies class cutting pictures out of magazines,” another parent reports. “What is he learning? He’s getting real handy with the scissors.”

Some schools do not focus enough on basic subjects. Judging by their students’ assignments, learning to cherish the rain forests, recognize ethnic foods, and feel good about oneself have become more important than mastering the three Rs. It’s not that matters like respecting the environment are not important. They are. But too often they are used as an excuse not to tackle the tough academic fundamentals. Remember, education is largely time on task. We learn what we do. If a child does not work many math problems, we ought not be surprised that he doesn’t know much math.

In many places, educators no longer take responsibility for stating which facts and lessons are most important to know. They no longer say: “Here is what we will teach your child before he leaves us. This is what a good education looks like.” Instead, they talk about teaching students to “learn how to learn,” and remain vague about exactly what they should learn. Some schools look largely to children’s preferences, instincts, and feelings as teaching guides. For example, in one school saluted for its progressive attitude, the principal proudly announced that he uses “the smile gauge”—if students are smiling, they are doing their jobs. This is a questionable approach to teaching and learning, to say the least.

The poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge once invited a friend with such notions of education to view his garden. “But it is covered with weeds,” his friend said in surprise. Coleridge explained that he was letting the garden make up its own mind about what to produce. “The weeds, you see, have taken the liberty to grow,” the poet explained, “and I thought it unfair of me to prejudice the soil towards roses and strawberries.” If schools do not spell out what a student should learn, you can count on his education being choked with weeds.

In some schools you find an unruly atmosphere. Kids act up, use foul language, talk rudely to teachers—and get away with it. The adults in charge are unwilling to tell them to sit down, be quiet, and get down to work. In some places, we’ve forgotten that self-discipline is not the enemy of learning—or of happiness. It is, rather, a necessary condition. We act as if young people cannot develop the self-control to pay attention, do what the teacher says, and stick with assignments until they get them right. We’ve given up the notion of insisting on studious, respectful children.

Many schools no longer possess a moral center. Their teachers have been discouraged from taking up character training in a direct fashion. They are reluctant to “impose their values” on students. Their overriding concern is to demonstrate how tolerant they are of others’ behavior and choices. Saying to children “What you are doing is bad and wrong” might trample their rights, inflict feelings of shame, or damage their self-esteem. Meanwhile, more and more young Americans graduate with a shaky sense of right and wrong.

Let us be clear. The United States is blessed with a number of excellent elementary schools. Many, however, are mediocre, and there are some that we would not wish on any child. Here is the bottom line: you cannot automatically assume that your school is doing a good job teaching your child—even if it assures you that it is. You must pay attention and look to see exactly what sort of education your child is getting.

Our Schools and Our Culture

It would be easy to point fingers at the schools and say, “There lie all our problems.” There is no doubt that the school system is the source of many of its own shortcomings. But the truth is that U.S. schools are filled with dedicated teachers and principals who want more than anything else for American schoolchildren to succeed. These people are on the front lines. They see firsthand what’s right and what’s wrong in our classrooms. They are heartbroken that so many of their schools get mediocre results.

Talk to these women and men, and you begin to sense deeper problems at play, problems larger than the schools themselves. The disturbing news is that many teachers feel as though they are working with little help from parents. They express dissatisfaction, worry, even bitterness over their circumstances. They are convinced that many schools struggle partly because parents are not holding up their end of the bargain. These educators are right.

According to the research organization Public Agenda, more than four out of five public school teachers say many parents fail to set limits and create structure at home, fail to control how much time their kids spend with TV, computers, and video games, and refuse to hold their kids accountable for their behavior or academic performance. Too many moms and dads are failing to get their children interested in learning. They are not making sure that assignments get done. They are not teaching the self-discipline, perseverance, and respect that enable students to succeed.

This lack of supervision yields real classroom consequences. Nearly seven in ten teachers say they face a serious problem because so many students try to get by doing as little work as possible. More than half say they have serious problems with students failing to do homework. And more than four teachers in ten point to kids who are disruptive in class. “Very few students bring good habits to class,” says an Indiana teacher. A Nebraska teacher agrees: “Parents are not sending them to school prepared. Simple things like basic manners, but lots of parents don’t do this anymore—‘please, thank you, close your mouth when you chew.’ The parent hasn’t taught the child: ‘Get your things together the night before, leave them in front of the door.’ . . . Today’s kids need more than what they’re getting.”

To be sure, many youngsters still come from homes where the message from parents is: “We care about what you are doing, we want to be involved, and we’re with you every step of the way.” But in other homes the signal to the school is: “Here are our children. They’re in your hands now. Let us know how it turns out.” As Diane Ravitch of New York University observes, too many mothers and fathers have the attitude that school is like a car wash where you drop the child off at one end and pick him up at the other. They do not realize that, to get a good student, you have to be involved in the washing.

More and more, America has asked schools to fill in the gaps and pick up the slack where families leave off. We’ve tried to turn schools into the first line of defense against problems far beyond their competence to handle successfully. Teachers today tell us that much of their time is spent “raising children”—teaching them the basics of hygiene, manners, and rudimentary respect for the rights and property of others. They counsel children of divorce, teach kids the facts of life, and train them in “conflict resolution.” Meanwhile, we also expect them to make sure students learn to read, write, multiply, and divide. More than four out of five teachers say that many parents expect the school to do their job for them. Half of parents surveyed say schools should be able to do a good job with students whose moms and dads pay little attention to discipline and supervising behavior!1

Such expectations are unreasonable. We should not ask schools to take on basic socialization and basic academics. There simply is not enough time. Even with perfect school attendance, American children spend less than 10 percent of their time from birth to age eighteen in school. There is no way that 10 percent can overcome what is happening—or not happening—in the other 90 percent. When schools stray too far from teaching basics like English, science, and history, they take time away from what they can do best.

We can’t expect teachers to produce good students if we don’t send them the right sort of raw material—youngsters who are well behaved and eager to learn. If parents don’t spend enough time with their kids, don’t try to get them interested in reading, don’t pay attention to homework, and don’t see that children are prepared for tests, the school’s job is next to impossible. When students come to class with a cavalier attitude about education, poor work habits, little self-control, and no respect for authority, a good education is already out of reach.

If we’ve learned anything in the last three decades, it is this: schools cannot take the place of moms and dads. When parents are distracted from their most important responsibilities, it is exceedingly difficult for teachers to fill the breach.

In the end, it is hard to escape the conclusion that what we see in our classrooms is a reflection of the larger culture, and that the mediocrity of our schools is part of a general lowering of standards. We have teachers who shy away from teaching right and wrong because they’ve been made to feel that the greatest sin is to be “judgmental.” We have administrators who fear strict discipline because they don’t want to get sued by parents. We have kids coming to class who’ve spent thousands of hours in the company of TV shows, movies, video games, and music which celebrate trash: profanity, violence, promiscuity, foul language, and rebellious attitudes. We have parents who rarely complain when their kids get lots of As in “fun” courses but turn plaintive when teachers try to give more homework or raise standards. If this is the world in which our schools have to operate, no wonder the education system has problems.

We repeat: many schools do a fine job. Likewise, millions of devoted parents want to do everything in their power to see that their children get good educations. Still, when we look at the cultural and educational landscape that our children are growing up in, like many Americans we find that things are not as they should be. This country is able to offer most of its young people a great deal materially, but is not necessarily giving them some of the things they need most. We are tolerating mediocrity on the hard, important lessons and trying to compensate with a kind of material lavishness that cannot plug the gap. We are doing well in many ways, but not nearly as well as we might in others. For all of this nation’s greatness, it is not giving many students an education worthy of our ideals.

The good news is that it does not have to be this way. You can make a difference—all the difference—if you take certain steps and keep your eyes on certain goals. Education is not an enigmatic enterprise. There is no mystery about what makes good students and good schools. We spell out the basics in this book, together with steps you can take at home with your child, ways to see if your school is doing a good job, and strategies to adopt when things go wrong. James Madison said that “a people who mean to be their own governors must arm themselves with the power which knowledge gives.” If you arm yourself with a little knowledge about what works in education, and take some of the actions described in these pages, the power is yours to help your loved one learn to his potential.

Please remember that, so long as you remain at the center of the education process, good things are likely to happen. Countless American parents prove it every school year, including those newly arrived on our shores. There will be bumps in the road, but your child is growing up in an amazing country and in an astonishing time. Despite our problems, the opportunities for education are more than plentiful. We hope this book is both informing and encouraging. We hope it bolsters your determination. We hope it helps you raise an educated child.

TEN PRINCIPLES FOR PARENTS OF



EDUCATED CHILDREN

These are ten critical propositions will help you raise an educated child. Please take them to heart.


1. Parents are the first and most important teachers. The more involved you are, the better your child’s chances of getting a good education. You can make the difference.


2. Your teaching must not stop when schooling starts. Some parents withdraw from involvement in education once their children reach school age. This is a mistake. Teachers cannot do a good job without your aid, support, and interest.


3. The early years build the foundation for all later learning. Make it sturdy. The first few years of life and then the first few years of school are critical. A solid education by eighth grade is a necessity or there will be trouble in high school and beyond.


4. American schools are underperforming. Many schools don’t pay enough attention to academic basics, and standards are often too low. Trust but verify. Do not just assume that your school is doing a good job.


5. Learning requires discipline; discipline requires values. Too many classrooms are disrupted by disrespectful, unruly children. Too many kids have not been taught the virtues necessary to succeed in school.


6. Follow your common sense. Some people act as though it takes a special degree to know if a school is doing a good job. Wrong. You are the expert on your own child. Pay attention, talk to teachers and other parents, and trust your instincts.


7. Content matters: what children study determines how well they learn. Many schools are unwilling to say exactly which facts and ideas their students should know. This is a fundamental problem in American education. Some things are more important to learn in elementary school than others.


8. Television is an enemy of good education. In many homes, TV is the greatest obstacle to learning. We urge you to shut it off from Sunday evening until Friday evening during the school year.


9. Education reform is possible. You can change the system. If you are interested and engaged, there is much you can do to ensure that your child receives an excellent education. There are ways to improve your child’s school, especially if you join forces with other parents.


10. Aim high, expect much and children will prosper. No parent, school, or child is perfect, but we all rise toward the level of expectations. The surest way to learn more is to raise standards.
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THE FIRST THREE TO FIVE YEARS OF LIFE ARE, IN MANY WAYS, the most critical period in a child’s education. Observers of human nature have long recognized the profound importance of early learning. “Train up a child in the way he should go, and when he is old he will not depart from it,” advises the Book of Proverbs. “The most important part of education is right training in the nursery,” Plato observed. Consider a few of the physical, intellectual, and emotional developments that mark the preschool years:


	
Growth of curiosity. Children are born to learn. All healthy infants exhibit an innate desire to investigate in the first weeks and months of life. It is crucial to fan those early sparks of curiosity throughout the preschool years. If they are dampened, a child’s academic future is jeopardized. Teachers rank curiosity as a vital quality for a child to possess when entering kindergarten—more important than knowing the alphabet or how to count.

	
Development of interests. The interests children find early in life can be powerful predictors of later academic success. For example, teachers know that youngsters are more likely to become good readers if they develop a fondness for hearing stories read aloud during the preschool years. They learn to write more easily if they acquire an interest in drawing and scribbling before they reach school age.

	
Formation of character. Students who have been taught the importance of hard work and responsibility are much more likely to get good grades. Such ideals and habits take root before the school years. They settle into young minds and hearts through the standards that parents set, the exhortations they offer, the expectations they establish, and the examples they place before their children.

	
Shaping of personality. Most students of human development agree that the foundations of an individual’s personality are laid early. Attitudes and dispositions may change in later life, but early childhood experiences are crucial contributors to the complex mix of thoughts, feelings, and behaviors that make up each person.

	
Social development. Modern psychology tells us that childhood experiences have an enormous impact on the ability to form close emotional ties with others. In their earliest relationships with parents, in particular, children gain understandings of how others will treat them and how they should treat others. These expectations are long lasting, helping to shape social behavior throughout adulthood.

	
Brain development. A child’s brain structure continues to develop after birth. Cells are growing. Microscopic nerve connections are being formed. Some research suggests that early childhood experiences—the images a youngster sees, the language he hears, the books he’s exposed to—may affect the actual wiring of the brain.

	
Language development. The amount of language learned during the first few years is awe-inspiring. By the time a child is three years old, he should be able to understand most of the words he will use in everyday conversation for the rest of his life. Language skills honed in the preschool years have a heavy bearing on whether or not a child gets off to a good start in school.



In some respects, the chances of your child’s doing well in school are determined before he reaches kindergarten. Likewise, your greatest contribution to what you hope will be a lifetime of learning comes now, in the preschool years. If you do your job well at the beginning, your child is likely to thrive when he comes into contact with other teachers. If you provide a loving and safe home; if you give him the feeling that he is cared about and cared for; if you provide a stimulating environment and ample chances for him to explore it; if you set sensible limits and the right examples; if you read to him, play with him, talk to him, and answer his questions—if you do all these things, schoolteachers should be able to serve him well. If you do not do these things, it will be immensely difficult for professional educators to save your child from academic mediocrity.

You may find that assertion disconcerting. Of course there are exceptions. But the weight of a vast body of education research, as well as the experience of countless teachers and parents, stands behind this statement: much of your child’s learning potential is set for life at a very early age.

It is important to understand that early developments are under considerable genetic control. We all come into the world with some inborn abilities, limitations, and predispositions. Youngsters are malleable, but not infinitely malleable. To some extent, parents must work with the unique faculties that nature has given their children. Still, nurture—your nurture—has a great deal to say about how your child’s natural gifts will unfold and grow.





C H A P T E R  1Fostering a Love

of Learning
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GETTING YOUR CHILD’S EDUCATION OFF TO A GOOD START does not take extraordinary efforts or extravagant stimulation. You do not need a degree in child psychology. Raising a child does not require “trained caregivers” to supply expertise that parents lack. On the contrary, you are the most qualified person to teach and guide your young child, because he is a part of you and loves you.

You should supply five basic ingredients in these years before school: your love, protection, and care; your time; a positive learning environment; an attitude that values learning; and strong moral training.

Your Love, Protection, and Care

All children come into the world fragile and helpless. In order to survive even a few hours, they need adults to supply food, shelter, warmth, and care. But meeting their physical needs is just the start. To develop well, from the very beginning children need a family. A deep commitment from at least one responsible, caring adult is crucial. (Obviously, having both a mother and a father in the home is the best arrangement.) Every child needs someone who gives uncompromising love and boundless devotion, someone whom that child can learn to love back. This is a basic fact of human growth and emotional development. Nothing is more crucial than giving your young child the feeling of being loved and cared for, and instilling a basic sense of trust that he can depend on you for nurture and protection.

The emotional bond between parent and child has powerful effects on education. Preschoolers who feel loved are more likely to be confident, and confidence makes exploring a new world much easier. A strong, loving relationship increases youngsters’ eagerness to learn new things. For example, a child wants to learn how to read in part because he wants to please his parents, whom he sees reading and who encourage his own efforts to read. Children like to learn because they love their parents, and know their parents love them back!

Forming a close bond with children is a natural part of the parenting process. Most moms and dads need no urging and little guidance here; these manifestations of love spring from the heart. The kinds of actions and gestures you instinctively want to offer your child are exactly the kinds he needs to gain a sense of nurture and protection. Holding and cuddling him from the day he is born, talking to him, playing with him, setting rules that are good for him, telling him over and over again that you love him—such actions and expressions have a profound impact on his development now, and on the kind of student he’ll be later. Children thrive when they have parents who are loving and dependable, when they know that, no matter what may happen in their lives, someone will look after them, keep them safe, and show them the limits of good behavior. When it comes to young children, loving and learning go hand in hand.

Your Time

The best way to show your love and help your child learn is to spend time with him. Shaping good attitudes and habits takes time. Setting good examples takes time. The encouragement your youngster craves—whether it’s for learning how to climb the stairs, how to read his first word, or how to write his name—requires your time and presence. You have to be available, perhaps more than you imagined.

It has become popular in recent years to distinguish between “quality time” and “quantity time.” Some parents want to believe that they can spend fewer hours with their children so long as they put that shared time to good use. The fact is that children do not flourish on small, concentrated doses of attention from mothers and fathers. They need your frequent company if they are to learn from you. This may be a hard truth to accept in these modern days, but it is reality. For children, quality time is quantity time. When it comes to teaching and learning, there is no substitute for lots of time together—and children know it.

In the eyes of your child, your presence in his life is proof that you are interested and that you care. It shows that he comes first—not your work, or your friends, or a ball game on TV. In his book The Hurried Child, Professor David Elkind tells this anecdote about a conversation he overheard when visiting his son’s nursery school class:


Child A: “My daddy is a doctor and he makes a lot of money and we have a swimming pool.”

Child B: “My daddy is a lawyer and he flies to Washington and talks to the President.”

Child C: “My daddy owns a company and we have our own airplane.”

My son (with aplomb, of course): “My daddy is here!” with a proud look in my direction.1


Keep in mind that one reason the preschool years are unique is that, in all likelihood, this is the period when your child wants your company more than he wants anyone else’s. He’s interested in what you have to say (most of the time, anyway). You’re his best pal. Later, he’ll often be elsewhere: in class, with his friends, or in his room, away from mom and dad. The preschool years offer the most opportunities to be together. Don’t neglect them.

Chore Time Is Teaching Time

If you’re like most parents, much time with your child is also chore time. Sure, you’d like nothing more than to spend most of the day reading aloud, taking trips to the zoo, and playing “educational” games that will help him grow. Unfortunately, you’ve also got to get an oil change, rake the backyard, take out the trash, and clean the spare bedroom before Uncle George comes to visit.

The good news is that those pesky chores also have teaching value. With a little effort, you can turn many household routines into good learning opportunities for your child. He learns an enormous amount in your company if you simply talk to him as you work. Never mind feeling slightly foolish. Explain what you are doing. Tell him why you are doing it. He’ll pick up all sorts of vocabulary and absorb knowledge about what things are and how they work.

Almost any household activity can become an informal lesson. Writing a grocery list can be a perfect chance to practice recognizing some letters. (“I’m writing the word butter. Do you remember what that first letter is?”) Cooking invariably involves weighing, measuring, counting, and grouping. (“I have to fill this cup until it is half full. Will you tell me when the milk gets to this line right here?”) Doing the laundry can be a sorting game. (“Why don’t you help me put all the socks in this pile, and the shirts in that pile?”) Sprinkle your routines with questions. Running errands in the car: “Who can count the green cars on the road?” In the study: “How many books do I have on my desk?”

Daily routines draw on a whole range of organizational and problem solving skills, the same skills your child will someday need to complete a school assignment or project at work. He can learn the value of planning ahead, and then executing the plan. He gradually comprehends that every large job is really a series of smaller tasks. He sees that work is a means to an end. When he helps, he learns about teamwork.

Certain character lessons will seep in, too. By watching you, he learns about sticking with a task until it’s finished. He sees how to perform a duty thoroughly and responsibly. If given the chance to make even small contributions, he begins to learn the satisfaction of a job well done.

Above all, keep talking. The stimulation, the exchange of ideas, and the responses elicited will all serve to build up a host of skills, making chore time a teaching time, and making it more enjoyable for both of you.

A Positive Learning Environment

One of your fundamental jobs is to give your child some experiences that pique his curiosity and supply fundamental knowledge about the world. This does not mean bombarding him with glitzy, noisy stimuli all day long, going out and buying lots of fancy “educational” gear, or enrolling him in the most expensive preschool in town. It mostly entails making sure he has interesting things to do. Since the world is so novel to him, and he naturally wants to explore it, this is not a difficult task. In fact, for children this age, a “learning environment” often consists of everyday activities—playing with toys, watching a parent do chores, or running around the backyard.

Expose your child to a widening range of experiences as he grows. A baby who has just learned to crawl is a little Marco Polo, anxious to explore all those mysterious corners of your living room and kitchen. Give him the freedom to investigate while you are nearby. (Make sure you’ve taken precautions to child-proof your home!) As he grows, give him changes of scenery. Take him with you on errands to the bank or hardware store. Take a trip across the street to meet your neighbor’s new puppy. Find a hill for your toddler to run up and down. Just about any place you go, there will be something to stimulate his curiosity.

As he grows through the preschool years, organize little “field trips” to check out less familiar bits of the world. Spend an afternoon at the science museum. Take him to the airport to see planes land and take off. Or into the country to get a pumpkin. Lie on your backs to watch the clouds on a summer afternoon. And, of course, read all sorts of books to him.

Introduce your child to different people: extended family members, neighbors, and figures in the community. Point out the police officer, the fireman, the postman. Youngsters who know only their immediate family are less likely to thrive in the larger world and may be either too trusting or too nervous of others.

Choosing Toys That Teach

Toys are the “tools” of learning for kids in the pre-kindergarten years. Keep in mind, though, that rarely does the teaching value of a toy have a direct relation to how many batteries it uses or lights it flashes. A high price tag does not make it better for your child. Expensive toys that claim to teach tykes are often less “educational” than some pots and a big wooden spoon from the kitchen. Computer software is often little better for kids than sitting and watching TV. It certainly isn’t as helpful as spending time with a parent reading, counting, playing games, or taking a walk in the park.

Often it’s the simple toys that do the best job putting little imaginations and muscles to work. For toddlers, the old standbys you played with in your childhood are still fine: balls, blocks, cups, pans, plastic rings, simple puzzles, a sand box. A well-stocked box of construction paper, crayons, washable markers, glue, buttons, felt, and safety scissors is a treasure chest for preschoolers. A big basket filled with grown-up clothes and costumes (dime store crowns, plastic armor, discarded necklaces) is a big draw for most children.

There is no need to keep adding toy after toy to the mix. Most parents eventually learn that the more toys they buy, the more toys they see sitting untouched in the back of the closet. Children who possess several chests full of playthings often flit from one to another without really appreciating any of them. Ironically, too many toys can lead to boredom—or worse, to a spoiled and ungrateful child who constantly thinks he’s entitled to another present.

An Attitude That Values Learning

How do you teach that you value learning? First, and perhaps most important, by your good example. Your actions always speak volumes to your child. Your own reading, wondering out loud, pointing things out, and showing a general interest in the world are powerful signs of your attitude about learning.

You also instill ideals about education with your excitement over your child’s discoveries and achievements. Enthusiasm is contagious with preschoolers. If he sees you responding warmly to his attempts to learn, he’ll take pleasure in them, too. Ask questions about what he’s doing, and answer any questions he has. Take part in his activities by introducing him to a new book or game, or helping him with something that’s giving him trouble. Even just playing with your child will be interpreted as a sign that you care about what he’s learning.

Keep in mind that it is difficult for anyone else to take a parent’s place when a young child looks for reinforcement about learning. Chances are, no one else (except perhaps grandpa and grandma) will get as excited as you when your child takes his first step, or speaks his first word, or counts to ten for the first time. No one else is going to be able to muster quite as much interest in that misshapen piece of clay he says is an elephant. The more you are there to encourage his efforts, the more he’ll want to learn.

Adult responses can mean everything. Imagine three children, each frequently receiving a particular message:

Scene 1:

Little Girl: “Daddy! Look what I found!”

Dad: “What have you got there? That’s a beautiful leaf. Where did you find it?”

Little Girl: “In the yard.”

Dad: “Where do you think it came from?”

Little Girl: “That tree.”

Dad: “I bet it did. What does it feel like?”

Little Girl: “Like paper.”

Scene 2:

Little Girl: “Daddy! Look what I found!”

Dad: “We need to go, honey. Leave that here.”

Little Girl: “It’s a red leaf.”

Dad: “I told you to put it down. It might have bugs on it. Now come on, we don’t have time for that.”

Little Girl (dropping the leaf): “Yuck. Leaves have bugs on them.”

Scene 3:

Little Girl: “Look what I found!”

Baby-sitter: “That’s nice.”

Little Girl: “It’s a leaf.”

Baby-sitter: “I see that. Why don’t you go play with your toys?”

Little Girl: “I want to show Daddy my leaf.”

Baby-sitter: “Daddy won’t be home until after you’ve gone to bed. You know that. You can show him on the weekend, OK?”


It’s not difficult, is it, to tell which child’s curiosity is being encouraged, and which ones’ inquisitiveness is being dampened?

Early Moral Training

A child who is already learning about traits such as responsibility, self-discipline, and perseverance before he begins school has a good shot at doing well at his studies. Conversely, if he shows up in class with bad habits such as laziness and disrespect for elders, there is little that teachers can do. An education disaster is already in the works.

This is not to say that your preschooler must always be an angel. All children test boundaries and stray from model behavior. In the end, however, despite some who will tell you that peers or the popular culture have more influence than nurturing parents on how a child acts, the buck stops squarely with you. You are responsible for the way your young child behaves.

You teach your child good character in several ways. (See Chapter 3, “Teaching Character in the Early Years.”) You do it by your good example. Little eyes are watching. As you do, so will your child do. You teach virtue through high expectations and clear, consistent rules. You also form character in children by talking to them about good and bad behavior. There is much unwarranted cynicism and embarrassment today about “moralizing.” Little children need to be told about right and wrong, and when adults stand silent, then we shouldn’t be surprised if young people grow up with muddled notions of how to conduct themselves. Parents can talk about good character in the context of everyday actions, as well as in stories they read to children. They can talk about it in the context of their faith—which for most of us serves as the bedrock of morality.

Teachers say that many moms and dads are falling down on the job of character training. They are not sending to school children who are well behaved, ready to work hard, and respectful of adults. Says a Texas teacher, “Some kids come to class with an attitude that they don’t have to listen to you, that just because you’re an adult, you don’t have the right to tell them what to do. They think they’re in charge, because they don’t have that structure at home.”2 Frequent among educators, these exceedingly sad commentaries explain much that is wrong with our schools.

How Young Children Learn

Here are some critical points about how little children learn, as well as some reminders about what they need—and don’t need—to be ready for school.


	
Children need to be healthy, rested, and well-nourished. They need a balanced diet, abundant exercise, and enough sleep. They need regular medical checkups to keep track of their growth and development. This way, developmental delays can be detected and addressed as soon as possible. Children need immunizations to prevent diseases like tetanus and measles that can have dire effects on their development. They need adults constantly watching out for their safety and well-being. Without these basic ingredients, a child’s education—and much more—is at risk even before he gets to school.

	
Children come into the world programmed to imitate. Your child is constantly copying what he sees and hears. He takes careful note of your words, behaviors, attitudes, moods, habits, and priorities. He observes how you treat other people, how you spend your time, how you go about your work and meet your obligations. He watches to see what brings a smile to your face, and what makes you bored or angry. All these things are early and powerful lessons. They shape his own behavior and attitudes, including his attitudes about learning.

   You are always teaching by example—not simply with your words, but also by your most ordinary actions. Imitation is perhaps the most important way a young child learns. Teaching by example is probably the most important kind of teaching you do.

   Sometimes you will fall short, of course. When you do, acknowledge it to your child. Explain that “Daddy said something he shouldn’t,” or “I lost my temper, and that is bad.” Help your child learn from your mistakes by being honest about them.

	
Reading to your child is critical. As a parent, you have many important responsibilities in the preschool years. There are many skills, ideas, facts, and lessons to impart. From an academic standpoint, however, reading aloud reigns supreme. “No man has a right to bring up his children without surrounding them with books, if he can afford it,” Horace Mann said. “The love of knowledge comes with reading and grows upon it.” If you want your youngster to become a good student when he gets to school, get him excited about books. Read aloud to your child. If you do nothing else with him, read aloud. (See “Getting Ready to Read” )

	
Too much TV interferes with learning. Television is one of the most destructive influences on education in America. It saps time from other activities—like reading or talking with mom and dad—that are much more beneficial to children. It often exposes youngsters to images they should not see and language they should not hear. Sitting in front of the set all day breeds intellectual lethargy and a couch-potato physique.

   Establish good habits and firm rules now, in the pre-kindergarten years. Above all, set limits. The American Academy of Pediatrics recommends no TV at all under the age of two. So do we. An hour a day is more than enough for older preschoolers. Television should not become a constant baby-sitter. Remember, these early years are critical. Do not let the TV set gobble them up. (See “Television and Your Child’s Education” )

	
Children need practice and routine. Doing things over and over again is necessary and fun for young children. They don’t get bored with repetition nearly as quickly as you do. In fact, they thrive on it. For example, practice is how your child masters his body. That’s why a toddler is so happy picking up pebbles over and over again—he’s actually learning how to make his fingers grasp tiny objects.

   Routine is important for little children in part because it provides the repetition necessary for learning. It is crucial in developing good habits. A familiar rhythm in daily life gives children a sense of security in a world they see as strange and unpredictable. Without that sense of security, a child may have a hard time learning. When your child wants to play Hide and Seek one more time, or begs to go down to the pond to see the minnows for the third day in a row, remember that small children need to do things over and over again to learn and to feel confident in their learning.

	
Children need to ask lots of questions and get your answers. Asking questions is perhaps the most obvious way that children learn. You’ll probably decide it’s the most exhausting, too, when your preschooler starts to ask “why?” from breakfast till bedtime. As tiresome as these ceaseless queries can be, however, it is important to remember that they are vital signs of his eagerness to learn.

   Children’s first “how” and “why” questions generally appear around age three. They indicate that he has an emerging interest in reasoning. He wants to understand the way things work. If you take the time to answer his questions, his sense of curiosity and desire to explore will be heightened. If you ignore them, or act bothered by all those inquiries, you may make him feel guilty about asking and thereby squelch his urge to learn. (Naturally, parents cannot answer every question kids ask. Boundaries must be set. Sometimes kids need to be told, “Mommy is busy right now—let’s save that question until later.”)

	
Little children don’t think like you do. Everyone knows that babies don’t think rationally at all. Once children gain a fair command of language, however, some parents mistakenly assume they can reason like adults. In fact, the power to think logically unfolds much more slowly than the ability to use words. A preschooler’s conversation may sound amazingly precocious, but the thoughts underlying those words are actually quite childlike and illogical. His reasoning is still primitive. Much of his thinking is based on surface appearances, and his conclusions about things he sees are frequently wrong.

   Teaching very young children therefore calls for a great deal of patience and understanding. Sometimes it requires firmly telling a child “No” and realizing that there is no point in trying to reason with him about it, because he cannot understand your logical explanations!

	
Direct experience is critical. Adults have all sorts of abilities we take for granted when facing a new situation. We can rely on past experiences, reason out an answer to a problem, picture a solution in our minds, or grasp new ideas through print. For very young children, though, these mental abilities don’t exist or aren’t fully formed. Preschoolers rely much more heavily on direct experience to gather knowledge. They learn through their bodies—by seeing, hearing, touching, tasting, and smelling things that are physically present.

	
Trial and error are a big part of learning. A young child’s day is full of mistakes. That’s one of the chief ways he learns, since he’s trying so many things for the first time. Each time he fails, he learns something new.

   One of your jobs is to show your child the right way to do things. It is also important, however, to give him chances to try on his own, even when you know he’s not going about something the correct way (unless, of course, what he’s doing is unsafe or harmful). As he grows older, urge him to keep trying when things don’t go right the first or second or even third time—because perseverance is the key to a great deal of living and learning.

	
Play is the business of childhood. Just as lion cubs romp and play at stalking one another to build the skills they’ll need for survival, childhood play is how human beings ready themselves for the adult world. It’s the way children gather rudimentary knowledge about things such as colors and numbers. It gives practice in a host of skills that adults take for granted—abilities as basic as running or heeding directions.

   Play encourages exploration. It exercises growing bodies and imaginations. It offers chances to interact with parents and other children, and gives practice using words. Play makes learning fun, and that’s important. When a child gets to school, studying should become a more formal and serious endeavor. In the preschool years, a great deal of learning comes through just having a good time.

	
No two children grow exactly in the same way. In any group of preschoolers, even among siblings, there is wide variation in the rates at which individuals develop and learn fundamental lessons. It is possible to say that, on average, children begin to walk alone at about twelve to fourteen months. Yet it’s perfectly normal for a child to start walking at ten months or fifteen months. Likewise, some children are using short sentences by age two, while others use only simple words. As long as your child is in good health and you provide lots of attention, care, and stimulating activities, he should come along just fine.

   Don’t be too pushy. Some moms and dads become obsessed with the idea of making sure their preschool kids “get ahead.” They buy picture book after picture book. They pull their hair when they hear that little Jane down the street is already reading Green Eggs and Ham by herself, and sit down to the next story time with drill sergeant determination. They purchase lots of expensive “educational” toys, shuffle their kids from activity to activity to make sure they’re always “learning” something, and pay big bucks to enroll their three-year-olds in “schools” where they can hone that academic edge.

   If you recognize these signs in yourself, lighten up. You could be on the verge of doing more harm than good. Very young children generally do not thrive under that kind of pressure. We do not say it is wrong to set high expectations for your child. Little children should be engaged, stimulated, and encouraged—but not rushed. Don’t try to hurry your preschooler to become a scholar before he’s had a chance to be a little kid. After all, innocence and youthfulness are treasures that last only so long, and then they’re gone.
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CHILDREN ARE APT TO GET OFF TO A BETTER START IN school if they enter kindergarten with certain basic skills and attitudes, as well as some general knowledge about the world. The following list, though not exhaustive, indicates the sorts of things they should be learning during the preschool years. This chapter and the next explain how you can teach such lessons. You need no special training or elaborate equipment. Preschoolers can learn everything they need to know through everyday experiences with you.

It is unlikely that your child will master all of the items on this list before kindergarten—especially since, in some communities, children begin school as early as age four. Do not worry if she cannot do some of these things by the time she starts kindergarten. If she has a good many of them under her belt, and is making progress on others, she’s probably ready to begin a successful learning experience at school.

Bear in mind that being “ready” for kindergarten depends partly on what your child’s new school or teacher expects. One teacher may like incoming children to know a few letters and numbers. Another may believe it’s more important for them to know how to behave, dress, and go to the bathroom by themselves. It’s a good idea to call your school several months before your child begins and inquire about expectations. Your kindergarten may provide its own list of recommended skills and behavior for parents to teach in the preschool years.

You ought not view this as a punch list that you must tackle item by item! Your child will reach most of these goals naturally as you play, read, talk, and do chores together.

KINDERGARTEN READINESS LIST

General Knowledge


Is curious and eager to learn

Names familiar objects and their uses (e.g., chair, spoon, soap)

Identifies some common animals (e.g., dogs, cows)

Identifies some zoo animals (e.g., monkeys, elephants)

Names familiar places and explains their uses (e.g., store, playground)

Knows and identifies familiar people by name

Recognizes primary colors

Understands position concepts (e.g., up, down; in, out)

Understands basic size words (e.g., big, little; long, short)

Understands words for when things happen (e.g., now, later; never, always)

Understands words for how things feel (e.g., hard, soft; hot, cold)

Understands words for how things move (e.g., fast, slow; stop, go)


Self-Knowledge


Knows own full name

Knows own age

Knows own gender

Knows parents’ and siblings’ full names

Knows home address

Knows telephone number

Names basic parts of body (e.g., head, hands, toes)


Reading and Writing Readiness Skills


Enjoys listening to stories and poems

Recalls basic facts about stories

Looks at picture books

Tells what is happening in pictures

Knows what an alphabet letter is

Understands that words are written using letters

Recognizes own first name in print

Learning to print own first name

Shows an interest in what words on a page say (for example, by pretending to read)

Understands that print communicates information

Scribbles and draws


Speaking and Listening Skills


Communicates needs, feelings, and thoughts verbally

Speaks clearly enough for nonfamily members to understand

Takes part in everyday conversation with other children and adults

Relates simple accounts of personal experiences

Asks questions to gain information

Answers easy questions

Follows simple (two- or three-step) directions

Listens to a story being told or read

Retells little stories

Answers simple questions about stories

Places a short series of events in correct order

Makes up “pretend” stories

Recognizes common sounds (e.g., dog barking, car horn honking)

Recognizes differences in dissimilar sounds (e.g., loud or soft, high or low)

Recognizes rhyming sounds

Repeats nursery rhymes

Repeats a short sentence

Completes a sentence with the proper word

Tells the meaning of common words

Enjoys listening to music


Math and Science Readiness Skills


Counts aloud to ten

Counts a few objects

Likes to play counting games

Understands concept of more or less

Understands concept of same or different

Understands concept of empty or full

Understands concept of all or none

Tells if two objects are similar or different in color, shape, and size

Matches like objects by color, shape, or size

Tells which of three objects is biggest or smallest, longest or shortest

Arranges objects (such as blocks or balls) in order by size

Sorts objects into groups whose members are alike in some way

Recognizes basic shapes (e.g., circles, squares, triangles)

Has general understanding of time (e.g., day, night; yesterday, today, tomorrow)

Understands that money buys things


Large Motor Skills


Runs

Walks in a straight line

Walks backward a few steps

Walks up and down stairs, one foot after the other

Jumps on both feet, forward and backward

Hops on one foot a few times

Stands on one foot a few seconds

Throws, bounces, catches, and kicks a ball

Climbs, swings, and slides on outdoor toys

Pedals a tricycle

Claps hands


Fine Motor Skills


Pastes things on paper

Molds with clay

Opens and closes buttons, snaps, and zippers

Stacks and builds with blocks

Puts together easy puzzles

Draws with a pencil, colors with a crayon, paints with a brush

Copies a simple shape or letter

Cuts with blunt scissors

Picks up small items, such as beads or dimes

Screws jar lids on and off

Laces shoes, or threads string through large beads


Character Formation


Respects adult authority

Follows rules

Learning to use good manners

Learning to control temper

Learning to be patient

Learning to work independently and do some tasks for self

Learning to concentrate on a task

Learning to stick with and finish tasks

Helps parents with chores

Understands that others have rights and feelings

Learning to take responsibility for own belongings

Respects others’ property

Knows it is important to tell the truth


Social Skills


Leaves home and parents for a few hours without being upset

Becoming confident enough to explore and try new things

Plays quietly alone for a while

Plays with other children

Generally gets along with peers

Learning to work with others on a task

Learning to take part in group activities

Learning to share

Learning to take turns

Learning to sit quietly and pay attention


Self-Reliance Skills


Handles toilet needs without help

Washes hands and face

Dresses and undresses self

Handles spoon and fork satisfactorily

Helps care for own belongings

Learning to pick up after self

Carries food on a plate, and liquid in a cup

Pours water into glass without spilling much

Stirs mixture in bowl without spilling much

Spreads peanut butter or jam on bread

Turns faucets on and off

Knows how to use tissue or handkerchief

Knows key safety rules (e.g., looking both ways before crossing street)

Asks for help when needed

GETTING READY TO READ

Teachers don’t expect your child to show up on the first day of school already knowing how to read. They do hope she shows up eager to learn how and in possession of some pre-reading skills. Children get the most out of reading instruction when they come to school already interested in books. Therefore one of your most important goals in the preschool years—from an academic standpoint, your most important goal bar none—is to get your child excited about reading.

Reading is the heart of education. The school curriculum is based on it. Better readers get better grades. Reading enriches the imagination and provides core knowledge. It builds vocabulary, teaches grammar, and makes students better spellers and writers. It will give your child years of pleasure. So the groundwork you lay now is critical.

You can begin encouraging a love for books and stories in three ways. Make sure your home is a place where books are ubiquitous and cherished. Offer yourself as a good reading role model. Above all, read to and with your child.

Making Your House a Book House

Oliver Wendell Holmes once said: “I like books. I was born and bred among them, and have the easy feeling when I get in their presence, that a stable-boy has among horses.” That’s exactly how you want your child to feel. You want her to grow up in the presence of books and to think of them as things that make her home every bit as warm and comfortable as her favorite blanket or pet puppy. One of your first steps is to make sure books are plentiful.


	
Let babies play with books. The sooner little children get their hands on books, the sooner they’ll begin to think of them as companions. Board books (ones with stiff pages) make good “toys” for tiny children who need practice grasping and manipulating things. Try putting one or two in your child’s crib after she falls asleep. You may get a few extra winks in the morning when she wakes up and finds them.

	
Make books available around the house. Make sure your child can pick one up and look at it just about anywhere. Put books and magazines on coffee tables, on nightstands, in the kitchen.

	
Give your child’s books a special place. It is important that your child have some books of her very own, with her name proudly inscribed inside. Set aside a place where she can keep them, in her room or some other place she frequents. If you can, give her books their own little shelf in a location that communicates importance and respect, such as the family room or study.

	
Remember the classics. You’ll want to expose your child to a wide variety of books. Some books, though, are better than others. Be sure to include children’s classics in the mix at your house—timeless stories children adore like Mother Goose, The Three Little Pigs, and The Runaway Bunny. Raise your child on wonderful tales and poems with rich language and unforgettable characters, stories that have the power to stimulate the imagination and make youngsters fall in love with reading.

	
Bring books home from the library. If your child spends lots of wonderful time snuggled up with you and library books, she’ll probably turn into a library fan. So make sure there are a few borrowed books to enjoy.

	
Make story characters a part of your home. When you decorate the bedroom or playroom, consider wallpaper, posters, curtains, or bedspreads that contain characters from favorite books. Keep your eye out for toys and games based on stories she likes. For example, a stuffed Peter Rabbit that becomes a best friend will entice your child toward Beatrix Potter’s tales.

	
Subscribe to one or two children’s magazines. Consider ordering a periodical such as Ladybug or Highlights for Children. In good children’s magazines you’ll find read-aloud stories, accessible articles, poems, craft projects, games, and puzzles. Ask other parents, a librarian, or a veteran preschool teacher for recommendations. Your child will look forward to receiving her very own magazine in the mail, just like mom and dad.



Choosing Books for Children

The good news is that there are literally thousands of children’s books out there. The bad news is that many of them will not be suitable for your child, for one reason or another, so you are going to have to spend some time picking and choosing. Remember, those words and pictures will be shaping your little one’s view of her world. Devote the same kind of time and attention to finding the right books for your child as you do to choosing her clothes, food, toys, and playmates.

Once you start asking, you’ll find plenty of people eager to give advice about which books to try. Friends with children are often good guides. Booksellers, librarians, and preschool teachers can recommend specific books and steer you toward lists of children’s titles. Your minister or rabbi may have some good ideas. Consult your own parents, too. They probably remember the books you liked as a tot, and some will still be in print. (Some may still be on their shelves.)

After getting advice, you must still use your own judgment. Just because a friend or a list recommends a book does not mean it’s appropriate for your purposes. (Friends have all kinds of tastes, and books can end up on lists for all sorts of reasons, often political.) You know your child’s interests, needs, and abilities better than anyone else, so you need to decide what is right for her.

Then, of course, your picks will be evaluated by your child, who will inevitably be the final judge. If she likes a book, it’s usually the “right” choice, especially if you’ve pre-screened it. As she gets older, encourage her to take part in choosing books—a trip to the library or bookstore to pick a new book together will probably make her all the more excited about reading it.


Thirty Great Books Every Preschooler Should Meet

Here are thirty “preschool classics” to share with your child. They are just some of the many wonderful books to enjoy together in the early years.

Make sure your home library contains a book or two about your faith. (such as a child’s book of Bible stories), a good collection of folk and fairy tales, and at least one volume of nursery rhymes and children’s poetry.


Alexander and the Terrible, Horrible, No Good, Very Bad Day, Judith Viorst

Are You My Mother?, P.D. Eastman

Ask Mr. Bear, Marjorie Flack

Caps For Sale, Esphyr Slobodkina

The Carrot Seed, Ruth Krauss

The Cat in the Hat, and other books by Dr. Seuss

A Child’s Garden of Verses, Robert Louis Stevenson

Corduroy, Don Freeman

Curious George, Hans Rey

Danny and the Dinosaur, Syd Hoff

Frog and Toad Are Friends, Arnold Lobel

Goodnight Moon, Margaret Wise Brown

Harry the Dirty Dog, Gene Zion

If You Give A Mouse A Cookie, Laura J. Numeroff

Little Bear, Else Holmelund Minarik

The Little Engine That Could, Watty Piper

The Snowy Day, Ezra Jack Keats

Madeline, Ludwig Bemelmans

Make Way For Ducklings, Robert McCloskey

The Polar Express, Chris Van Allsburg

Richard Scarry’s Best Storybook Ever, Richard Scarry

The Runaway Bunny, Margaret Wise Brown

The Story of Babar, Jean de Brunhoff

The Tale of Peter Rabbit, Beatrix Potter

The Very Hungry Caterpillar, Eric Carle

There’s a Nightmare in My Closet, Mercer Mayer

There Was an Old Lady Who Swallowed a Fly, Simms Taback

Where The Wild Things Are, Maurice Sendak

Where’s Spot?, Eric Hill

Winnie-the-Pooh, A. A. Milne


Setting a Good Reading Example

You send precisely the wrong message if you have lots of books lying around your house but your child observes that no one ever touches them. Remember, young children are imitation machines. Readers raise readers.


	
Make sure your child sees you reading. If she notices that you’re in the habit of curling up with a good book or magazine, she’ll likely want to do the same. If you haven’t picked up a good one lately, here’s the perfect reason to rediscover the joys of reading for yourself. Of course, on many days your schedule may not permit you to spend time alone with a book until after children are in bed! Still, it is important to set a good reading example whenever you can.

	
Talk to your child about what you’re reading. Tell her why you read different things, and what you learn from them: “I just got this letter from Aunt Gloria; she says she’s coming to see us next month.” Tell her how much you enjoy personal reading: “I just finished reading a wonderful story about some people who climbed the highest mountain in the world. It makes me want to put on my boots and take a hike.”

	
Read ordinary things aloud. Read short, simple things from magazines, newspapers, signs, and so on to let your child know you are constantly gathering information from print. With the sports section: “This headline says ‘Panthers Win in Overtime.’ That’s Daddy’s team.” At the zoo: “This sign says ‘Monkey House.’ Do you want to go in and see the monkeys?”

	
Demonstrate how print gives directions. Cookbooks offer a great opportunity to demonstrate to children that printed words carry information and instructions. You can use your own, or one of the many cookbooks written especially for children. Show your child how the book tells you to mix “two eggs,” “two cups of milk,” etc.

	
Look things up together. When your child asks a question (particularly one you don’t know the answer to) occasionally say, “Let’s find out,” and reach for a dictionary, atlas, or encyclopedia. Or boot up the computer. You’ll be showing that you consider her question important, that you like to learn things, and that printed words supply answers.



What Does My Child Read into My Behavior?


	Does my child ever see me with a book, newspaper, or magazine in my hands?

	Does she hear me sound enthusiastic about reading? When was the last time she heard me ask a friend, “Have you read any good books lately?” or tell my spouse, “I just couldn’t put it down!”

	Where are my own books—in a prominent place where I can reach for them easily, or down in the basement on a dusty shelf?

	Do I have a library card? When was the last time I checked out a book for myself?

	What was my favorite book when I was little? Have I shared it with my child?

	How many times in the last month did my child see me reach for a dictionary, almanac, or encyclopedia to look something up?

	My child is likely to conclude that what I spend my time doing is what I value. Does she see me more with my hands on a book or my eyes on the TV?



READING TO YOUR CHILD

The best way to start turning your child into a reader is the old-fashioned way: reading aloud to her. Studies show that children learn to read more easily when they’ve heard books read aloud at home. That’s why kindergarten teachers list reading aloud as one of the most important things parents can do to help children prepare for school. Educators say they can usually tell which children have parents who read aloud, because they come to school eager to read and convinced that books are enjoyable.

There lies the key to why reading to your child sets her on the road to becoming a good reader herself. From the beginning, you are showing her that reading is fun. If your reading aloud brings her pleasure, she’s likely to want to take up the habit herself.

All sorts of things happen when you sit and read a story to a child.


	
Good example. Reading to your child is a great way to offer yourself as a reading role model. It won’t take long for her to develop a yearning to open a book and make all those wonderful words and stories come out just like you do.

	
Knowledge of how books work. With time and repeated readings, your child begins to grasp the basic mechanics of books. She sees that these squiggly patterns on the page give information. She learns which way to hold a book and which direction to turn the pages. She becomes aware that English words are read from left to right, that they are made up of letters, and that the sound of a word has something to do with the sequence of its letters.

	
The alphabet. Reading out loud is a good way to introduce your child to the alphabet. The more you read together, the more she’ll begin to recognize some letters. After a while, she may begin to recognize a few short words, too.

	
Attention span. Your child must be able sit still and listen to the teacher in school. Reading aloud is an excellent way to slowly stretch her attention span. Your first sessions may last only a minute or two. By kindergarten age, your child will probably be able to listen for ten or fifteen minutes—maybe longer, if the story’s a great one.

	
Comprehension. The more practice your child gets listening to you read, the better she becomes at grasping information she hears.

	
Vocabulary, grammar, and more. Many of the same benefits your child will someday gain from reading by herself begin to accumulate now, as you read for her. Her vocabulary grows. Her ear for grammar develops. Her imagination stirs. Her curiosity sparks.

	
Knowledge about the world. Reading aloud helps your child gather all sorts of fundamental information about the bewildering world in which she finds herself: that fires are hot, that airplanes take you places, that saying “please” and “thank you” helps you get along with people. It also lays a foundation of cultural literacy, the knowledge of the beliefs, ideas, and heritage that define the community she lives in.

	
Moral literacy. Literature teaches not only about the world, but also about the heart and soul. If you choose stories carefully, reading aloud is a way to help your child learn about right and wrong. Many tales offer timeless examples of virtues and vices—“The Tortoise and the Hare” for perseverance, “King Midas and the Golden Touch” for greed.

	
Story components. Reading stories to your child makes her familiar with basic elements of fiction such as characters, setting, plot, action, sequence, and point of view. Reading simple poetry introduces her to meter and rhyme.

	
Time with each other. Of the many activities you’ll share with your child, few will offer more opportunity to draw closer together. Story time tends to be a time when your child has you all to herself. She can put her head on your shoulder, listen to your voice, ask questions, and whisper in your ear. As you talk about what you’ve read, you’ll discover some of your child’s own thoughts, dreams, worries, and hopes.

   Sharing a good book or story does something to link hearts and minds. Years from now, when she’s grown and gone, you’ll probably think back on those quiet moments when the two of you snuggled up with a picture book, and you’ll cherish those memories like few others.



Reading Rules of Thumb

It’s never too early to start reading to your child. It’s never too late, either, but the longer you wait, the more difficult it may be to establish the habit. Start as soon as you can. Here are some pointers about reading aloud:


	Pick a quiet place that is free of interruptions and distractions. Get cozy. Invite your child into your lap. She’ll grow fonder of books if she associates them with cuddling up with you. Make reading together an invitation to safety, security, and love.

	Children usually operate best following predictable schedules. Try to establish a set routine for reading every day—after lunch or dinner, or before nap time or bedtime, for example.

	Make sure you read (or at least glance through) a book to see if it’s appropriate before sharing it with your child.

	Choose stories that generally keep pace with your child’s intellectual and emotional growth. Ask yourself questions such as: Is my child going to be able to understand the words and the plot? Is there too much description to hold her attention? Are there so many characters, she’ll be confused? Start with simple picture books and slowly work your way to longer and more complex stories.

	Take advantage of your child’s interests and experiences. If she’s fascinated by squirrels, for example, try to find a storybook with a squirrel as a main character. If you’ve just returned from a trip to the beach, you might choose a book that involves seagulls or boats.

   Conversely, give your child some real-world exposure to things you’ve read about together. If she particularly likes a story about clowns, take her to a circus and show her the real thing. She’ll be all the more excited about reading that book again.

	Don’t ignore poetry! Read books with catchy rhymes and refrains that your child can repeat with you. After a while, she’ll be able to say some verses all by herself. There is nothing like poetry to help nurture one’s love of words.

	Ham it up. Use a gruff, growly voice when the Father Bear says, “Someone’s been eating my porridge!” and a high, tiny voice when the Baby Bear cries, “Someone’s sleeping in my bed!” Make sound effects. If a giant is coming, stomp with your feet or thump the table with your hand—or lumber across the room yourself. She’ll love it.

	Occasionally run your finger under the words as you read. Such casual pointing helps your child grasp the connection between what you are saying and all those strange marks she sees on the page. She’ll also learn that you read from left to right.

	Invite little ones to turn the page when it’s time. They often feel more involved in the reading process if they get to “help” that way.

	Don’t hesitate to edit. You don’t have to read every word on the page. When reading to babies, you may want to simply point to pictures and talk about them. With toddlers, shorten or skip long parts of a story that will lose their interest. Make up your own story about the pictures. Or substitute your child’s name for the name of one of the characters.

	Don’t just read a story: talk with your child about it. This is important. When you get your child to talk about what you read together, you prompt her to think, and she gets more out of it.

	Pause at appropriate places and ask questions: “What kind of sound does the tiger make?” or, “Do you remember what happens next?” Ask older preschoolers questions that require a bit more thinking, such as “Why do you think the little girl gave her mittens to her friend?” or, “What caused Pinocchio’s nose to grow?”

	Encourage your child to repeat familiar lines from time to time. Stop right before the end of a phrase or sentence and let her say the next word. Or invite her to finish the rhyme of a poem you’ve read again and again. These kinds of activities get her involved with the language printed on the page. They also stimulate her use of memory.

	Children benefit most from reading aloud when they talk about the meaning of words. The first time you read a story, take a moment to explain words your child is not familiar with: “Do you know what a camel is? It’s like a horse with a big hump on its back. See the hump?” The next time you read it, you might point to the picture and ask, “Do you remember what this animal is called?”

	Don’t be put off if your child interrupts a story to ask questions. Don’t balk if she asks the same questions every time you read it. Answer patiently and thoroughly, then pick up where you left off. Remember, questions are her way of gathering knowledge.

	Your child will probably want to hear the same story over and over again. Don’t say, “No, we’ve already read that one.” Endure the repetitiveness of that umpteenth-plus-one reading. In a big world that’s mostly run by big people and full of unpredictable situations, a familiar story is something your child can depend on. Also remember that she learns about language (and life) in increments. She discovers brand new things each time she hears that story.

	There is no rule for how long you should read to your child at a sitting; as long as she enjoys it is as good a guideline as any. Don’t worry if she grows restless as you read. All preschoolers have short attention spans. With practice, you can gradually help her increase it. If she can sit and listen intently for fifteen minutes at a stretch by the time she’s four or five years old, you’re both doing just fine.



Many parents stop reading aloud when their children start to read on their own. They think the youngsters are getting “too old for story hour” and should spend the time practicing by themselves. This is a mistake. Young readers enjoy listening to books and stories that they can’t yet handle on their own. Suddenly halting the practice of reading to your child will limit her to simple books that may not be very satisfying. Naturally, you should encourage her to read to herself as soon as she knows how. Invite her to read simple stories to you. But also keep reading aloud to her, throughout the early grades, so long as she enjoys it.

At this point, you may be thinking to yourself, “Wait a minute—I don’t have time to read to my child every day. I work for a living, and when I’m not working, I’m cooking, cleaning, running to the store for diapers, or taking my kid to the dentist.”

As tough as it may sound, the only answer to that kind of objection is: make time somehow. Reading to your child is that important.

Checking Out the Library

How many times in the past month did you take your child to the video store to rent a movie? How many times did you take her to the bookstore or library? If she knows the Blockbuster aisles better than the bookshelves, consider a change of scenery for your next outing together.

The local library can be one of your best teaching tools. If it’s a good one, you’ll find hundreds, sometimes thousands, of fine children’s books there. It offers the ability to feed your child a steady, economical diet of wonderful stories, adventures, pictures, ideas, and answers to questions, all by simply walking through the doors.

As soon as possible, begin to visit the library with your child. You’ll probably find a section devoted entirely to books for children. Familiarize yourself with the way the collection is organized (where the picture books are, where the poetry books are, etc.). If there is a children’s librarian, get to know her, and introduce your child to her. She can give you a little tour of the collection and may be full of helpful suggestions. She should be able to tell you about special library programs such as story hours for preschoolers.

When she’s old enough, give your child time to explore the rows of titles herself. Ask her to help you choose books to take home. She’ll be more interested in a story she helped pick.

Your library probably has a place where you can sit and quietly read to your child. You may want to do that every so often. It will help her understand that the library is a place where you enjoy learning.

Playing with Sounds in Words

You can help your child understand that words are comprised of a string of sounds—an important concept for future success in learning to read. Dr. Barbara Foorman of the University of Houston suggests that parents help their three- to five-year olds recognize that there are beginning, middle, and ending sounds in words.

You might play a game with your child in which you say a short word slowly and ask her to repeat the first, middle, and last sound she hears. For example, say the word ccc-aaa-ttt. Point out that the first sound is ccc, the middle sound is aaa, and the last sound is ttt. Ask your child to say the sounds, too. Then try it with word hhh-aaa-ttt. This is a game that can be played while driving in the car, taking a walk, or waiting at the doctor’s office.

Many three-year-olds will not be able to recognize letters, but they will be able to imitate sounds their parents are making. Playing with sounds and listening to words as you read aloud provides an important base for the systematic phonics that your child will take up when she gets to school.

Learning About Letters

Most children still learn their ABCs the old-fashioned way—the alphabet song. Almost all youngsters love it. So sing the ABCs to your baby, and when she’s old enough to join in, teach her to sing along with you. At first she’ll have no idea that the “lyrics” are really letters. (Listening to toddlers and preschoolers butcher the alphabet song is one of the amusements of parenthood. One of the authors reached first grade before realizing there is no such letter as elemento between k and p.) No matter; down the road, when your child begins to comprehend that we use the alphabet to read and write, knowing the song will help her feel like those letters are old friends.

Reciting the alphabet does not mean your child can recognize individual letters in print. That takes more practice and different skills. Most kindergarten teachers don’t expect children to know all the letters before they get to school. If your child is ready and willing, however, go ahead and teach them to her. It will get the reading show on the road faster.

ABC books (such as Kathleen and Michael Hague’s wonderful Alphabears) are a time-honored way to learn the letters. Alphabet blocks, too, are still a fine way to help your child literally get her hands around the letters. Get some magnetic letters for the refrigerator door. Children like to move them around and learn to arrange them into their own names. The kitchen is a great place to hunt for letters together. Challenge your preschooler to find two T’s on a box of spaghetti, or three F’s on the cans in the cupboard.

Story hour may be the best time of all to teach some letters and the sounds they make. Point to letters as you read aloud. “Look, here’s the word BAT. Do you remember what this first letter is? What sound does it make?” Repeat the word two or three times to help her associate the letter with its sound.

Whether it’s letters on traffic signs, labels on a cereal box, comics in the Sunday paper, or—above all—books off the bookshelf, make sure you read! Read to your child, read with your child, read before your child. As Saint Augustine reminded us: “Take up and read, take up and read.”

GETTING READY TO WRITE

Even toddlers who can hardly hold a crayon love to “write” all over a blank piece of paper. (If you’re not careful, they may use the wall instead.) They take great joy in the movement and in watching each stroke leave a magical record behind. You should nourish this natural love for drawing. The more your preschooler uses crayons and markers, the more comfortable she’ll be with the idea of communicating on paper. Research shows that children who are encouraged to draw and scribble stories at an early age will later learn to write more easily, effectively, and confidently. Drawing helps develop motor control and handeye coordination. It encourages creativity. It helps forge language skills such as reading.

To make your home an environment that encourages the desire towrite, the first step is to set a good example. If your child sees you writing and reading, she’ll become eager to put her own marks on paper.

Call her attention to the act of writing whenever possible. Explain to her why you are using pen and paper. Let her know when you’re composing e-mail, sending a birthday card, or paying the bills. Ask her to “help” when you make a list of things to do or when you leave a note for your spouse. She’ll come to see that it is possible to set down marks that have meaning. She’ll eventually realize that these are the same kinds of symbols she sees in books. She’ll understand that writing allows you to convey information to others, that it helps you organize and complete your tasks.

Here are some other things you can do:


	
Supply writing materials. Keep a good supply of crayons, markers, and paper on hand. Older preschoolers will enjoy using pencils with erasers, colored pencils, ballpoint pens, watercolors, finger paints, and chalk. Keep a drawer or art box for such supplies.

	
Encourage drawing and “writing” projects. Your child might like to draw pictures of favorite characters or scenes from stories you’ve read aloud. Fold a piece of construction paper and ask her to decorate a homemade greeting card for a relative. Tape a big piece of butcher paper on a wall and let her make a mural. Draw pictures on the driveway with colored chalk.

   If you have a computer at home, occasionally let your youngster peck away at the keys. She’ll be thrilled when her gibberish magically slides out of the printer. When she learns to spell her own name, she’ll love finding the right keys and making it appear on the screen right before her eyes.

	
Talk about her work. Be sure to respond to the ideas your child is trying to express in her scribbles and drawings. By holding a conversation with her about what she’s created, you award her work the highest prize: your interest.

	
Show it off. It’s important to have at least one location in your home where you display the fruits of her labors. Find a prominent place on a wall for a bulletin board, or use magnets to hang drawings on the refrigerator door.

	
Take dictation. This is a technique used by preschool and kindergarten teachers to get children interested in writing. Encourage your child to tell you a story. As she dictates, print her words on paper. She’ll be excited to find that she’s “written” something and at hearing her very own words read back to her.

	
Keep a family diary. Show it to your child. Explain that you are keeping a record of some things she does and says. You’ll both get a big kick out of reading it in the coming years and rediscovering how clever or silly she was.



At some point—particularly if you’ve made a practice of reading aloud and encouraging your child to draw and scribble—your preschooler may show an interest in learning how to print some letters on her own. One word she’ll probably yearn to write is her own name.

Teachers don’t expect children to know how to print by the time they begin kindergarten, but if she is eager to try now, by all means encourage her. Show her how to make the different letters. Give her models to copy. Let her use some wide-lined paper if she enjoys that (the kind she’ll use in primary school); it will probably make it easier for her to form the letter shapes. Spend time “writing” together, talking about what sounds the letters make, and looking for them in words.

At this stage, do not be overly concerned about penmanship. Her A’s may be lopsided, her K’s twice as tall as her T’s, and the tails of her Y’s may run out of room. That’s normal. Few preschoolers possess the motor control to form nice-looking letters. Later, during the school years, neatness should be emphasized. Right now, you want her to be excited about the fact that she’s learning to write.

She’ll probably reverse a few letters here and there, and spell her name a dozen different ways when she begins writing it on her own. That’s normal, too. Gently show her the right way, being careful to offer praise all the time. As with learning to balance a bicycle, she’ll get there, but only after a lot of time, many tries—and much cheerleading by you.

PRESCHOOL ART

Drawing gets preschoolers on the road to writing. Why else are art activities important? They foster creativity, stimulate the imagination, awaken the senses, and aid the development of fine motor skills. They give little children opportunities to experiment, solve problems, and make some decisions by themselves. Those lumpy sculptures and scribbly pictures are among the most joyful expressions of the prekindergarten years.

Keep some basic supplies in the house: paints, brushes, paste, Play-Doh, yarn, lots of colored paper. Your kitchen is probably a serviceable studio for finger painting, making collages, creating costumes, and building mobiles. Ask at your bookstore or library for books containing simple art projects. Look around for art “classes” that parents and little kids can take together. You might want to make occasional visits to museums to acquaint your child with different types of art.

LEARNING TO SPEAK AND LISTEN WELL

Teachers say that being able to communicate thoughts and needs verbally is one of the most important skills your child should possess when entering kindergarten. Listening carefully is also a big part of learning in school. Research shows a strong connection between speaking and listening skills and the ability to read and write. For example, students who are good listeners in kindergarten and first grade are likely to become successful readers by third grade.

Considering its complexity, mastering language may be the greatest intellectual accomplishment of early childhood. Yet once they get going, little children pick up the meanings of words and develop an understanding of grammar at an astonishing rate. In truth, so long as she is exposed to spoken language, your child would eventually learn to talk with fairly little effort on your part. How well she ends up speaking and listening, however, has much to do with your efforts. Your main responsibility is to talk with your child a great deal. Here are several points to keep in mind.


	
Begin early. Start talking regularly to your infant. She won’t understand what you’re saying for quite a while, but she will get familiar with the rhythms and intonations of speech. Hearing your voice will make her feel good, too!

	
Talk about the here and now. For the first two years of life in particular, babies are geared toward objects they can see and touch at that moment. So talk to your little one about what is going on in front of her.

	
Be specific. The more concrete you are with your language, the faster your child’s vocabulary will grow. Identify things by their names (“Pick up the shell” instead of “Pick that up”). Use descriptive adjectives (“Let’s put the blue socks on your feet”).

	
Speak clearly and correctly. Remember, you are her most important language model. If she hears you say “I don’t got nothing to wear,” she may end up speaking that way, too. If you often use bad grammar or profanity, now is the time to clean up your act. Assume that whatever you say will eventually come out of her mouth as well.

	
Build vocabulary through experience. Your child is more apt to understand and use new words if she has some concrete experience with the things those words stand for. Try to expose her to a range of sights and sounds. Take little trips around your town to see and talk about different things. Picture books are great, but seeing a real bus or train or cow will mean more to her than a drawing of one.

	
Show how to listen. You are your child’s best audience as well as her best model of how to pay attention. Show her your interest when she speaks. One good way is to look her in the eye when she talks to you. That way she’ll know she has your ear.

	
Ask and answer questions. The questions and answers you share with your child give her practice speaking and listening. They show her that conversation is one of the best ways to learn—and that you want to talk with her.

	
Discuss the meaning of words. Take the time to talk about words your child is learning, particularly those that stand for abstractions. Demonstrate what words mean, if possible. For example: “We’re driving very slowly now—those people on the sidewalk are keeping up with us. Now look, we’re driving faster—we’re leaving those people behind.”

	
Read aloud. Preschool children who are read to daily have higher than average verbal skills. Reading to a child is perhaps the best way to help her learn to listen. It builds vocabulary and increases comprehension.

	
Tell stories. Telling stories is a great way to engage the imagination and practice language skills. Most children love it when their parents tell stories, both true stories from their own childhood (“When I was a little girl, my daddy and I built a . . .”) and make-believe tales. Invite your preschooler to tell you a tale. Act out favorite stories together.

	
Give your child practice talking with others. You may be so used to your preschooler’s speech that you can easily decipher her words,even when they’re unclear. When she gets to school, though, she must enunciate well enough for strangers to understand her. She’ll be hearing lots of unfamiliar voices, too. So give your preschooler the chance to talk with children and adults outside your family.



Some parents worry when their toddler does not begin to speak as quickly as other children, but it’s normal for youngsters to develop speaking skills at different rates. In fact, progress in the ability to understand words is a better indication of language development in the first two or three years of life. As long as they are gaining the ability to comprehend language at a healthy rate, “slow talkers” will likely catch up with their more verbose friends.

If you suspect a problem with your child’s language development, however, by all means see a physician. He may want to test for a hearing problem, which if left untreated can impede learning skills. (See “Children with Disabilities.”)


Family Music

Music “wakes the soul and lifts it high,” the essayist Joseph Addison observed. Could any sound call children to good sentiments more than a parent’s lullaby? We urge you to make music a part of your loved one’s life from the cradle onward.

Hearing music helps your preschooler learn about different sounds and gives practice listening closely. Singing lyrics expands vocabulary. Dancing and playing simple instruments help develop muscle coordination and offer creative ways for your child to express herself. Best of all, music is something for families to share. It helps make childhood a happy time.

Nurture your youngster’s appreciation by playing a variety of recordings: children’s songs, classical music, hymns, gospel, folk music, rock. (This is a chance to expand your own listening horizons.) Sing together. Encourage her to dance and play toy instruments—drums, bells, tambourines, keyboards. Keep a basket of instruments near the family stereo for “parades” and “concerts.” Occasionally take her to a performance for children. These early efforts within the family are perhaps the most valuable musical instruction a child can receive.

GETTING READY FOR ARITHMETIC

“One, two, three, four, five . . .”

Making it all the way to ten is a great source of pride and excitement for many preschoolers. Learning to count is a time-tested, natural introduction to the world of arithmetic. There are other basic math concepts your child will need to grasp in school as well, such as comparing, matching, grouping, and ordering things. These concepts take children quite a while to master—years, in fact. Teachers will work on them when your child goes off to school, but you can get started in the preschool years.

The best way for children to move toward understanding basic math principles is through simple activities that engage those concepts. It’s easy to expose your child to mathematics in her play and in your everyday routines. For example, when she counts with you while she stacks blocks—“One, two, three blocks!”—she slowly comes to realize that adding one to two makes three. When she plays with you in the sandbox, and hears you say, “Let’s put more sand on the pile,” she gradually understands, as she sees the pile grow, that “more” involves a greater quantity than “less.” When she helps you measure a piece of wood in the workshop by running her finger along the tape measure while she counts off the numbers—“two, three, four inches”—she gains tangible evidence that four inches is longer than two inches. Someday, it will dawn on her that four is more than two. She is laying the foundation for that understanding.

Here are some ways to build good pre-kindergarten math skills. Go slowly. Make it fun. Remember, children acquire these abilities very gradually.


	
Comparing things. More, less, small, large, taller, shorter, empty, full: all these terms involve basic mathematical comparisons. In your daily routines, practice comparing things with your preschooler. Who has more milk in her glass, Megan or Julie? Which cereal box is fuller? Which book is thicker? Even comparisons that don’t involve quantities (Which ball do you want, the red one or the green one?) are valuable, because recognizing when two things are “same” or “different” (i.e., equal or unequal) is a fundamental activity in math.

	
Matching things. Matching things develops the concept of one-to-one correspondences. Invite your child to practice around the house. Ask her to help you put one stamp on each envelope, one straw in each glass, or one hot dog in each bun. Setting the table is a great way to teach about one-to-one correspondences, too. Ask your child to put one spoon with each plate, one fork with each napkin, etc.

   Match things in picture books: “There’s a purple penguin. Do you see another purple penguin?” Match sizes: “I’ve got a long block. Can you hand me another one just like it?” Simple board and card games like Bingo, Lotto, and Go Fish are also great for learning to match.

	
Grouping things. Introduce your child to the notion of sets by helping her see how different groups of things have common characteristics. Picture books are a natural way to practice. (“All the elephants have long trunks, don’t they? And all the giraffes have long necks.”) Sorting activities are invaluable. In the workshop, ask her to put the screws into one box, the screwdrivers into another. Keep four jars handy for pennies, nickels, dimes, and quarters, and ask your child to help you sort your change when you empty your pockets or purse. Practice sorting things by color, size, or shape.

	
Ordering things. Putting things in order teaches about sequences. This concept is often difficult for preschoolers (it may not fully develop until age five or six) because it involves comparing several items and sorting them into their proper relationships. Reading favorite stories is a good way to help children learn about sequences, because it gives them practice anticipating the order of events in familiar plots. Singing songs and reading poems help, too, since they can recognize a progression in the verses and stanzas.

   Help preschoolers practice ordering things by size. For example, stack blocks on top of each other, largest on the bottom, smallest on top. Or cut drinking straws into different lengths, and practice arranging them side by side, from shortest to longest. Order by amount: pour different quantities of juice into identical glasses, and let your child line them up from emptiest to fullest. Practice making patterns. For example, string some colored beads in a simple sequence (red, blue, red, blue).

	
Noticing shapes. By exposing your child to a few basic shapes (circles, squares, and triangles) and teaching her their names, you introduce her to geometry. Point to different shapes around you. (“Look, the top of this can is round, just like a circle.”) You might want to cut out and practice sorting cardboard shapes. (“Let’s put all the triangles in one pile, the squares in another.”)

   Beginner-style jigsaw puzzles are a great way to explore concepts such as space, size, shapes, lines, and positions. Even two- and three-piece puzzles encourage little minds and hands to manipulate, sort, compare, and match. A good set of building blocks containing a variety of forms is also excellent for hands-on exploring of shapes.

	
Counting things. Kindergarten teachers say that playing counting games is one of the best ways parents can prepare their children for school. Start giving your child a familiarity with numbers by counting out loud yourself. In the kitchen, count as you cook: “This recipe calls for two cups of flour—one, two. Now I’m going to add three eggs—one, two, three.” Count letters as you drop them into the mailbox, snaps as you fasten your child’s shirt, stairs as you climb together. Before you know it, your child will be chanting those numbers right along with you.

   Once your child reaches the stage of being able to say the numbers herself, invite her to count all sorts of things with you. At the store: “Let’s get four apples.” At the park: “How many ducks are on the pond?” Board games are great for beginning counters because they get to roll the die, count the dots, and then count the spaces as they move their piece.

	
Recognizing the numerals. Most kindergarten teachers don’t expect children to know their numerals before coming to school. But if you play lots of counting games with your preschooler, she’ll probably take an early interest in those squiggly marks. You can certainly go ahead and introduce the written 1, 2, 3’s. Ask at the library or bookstore for good picture books that involve numerals. Get a set of blocks with raised numerals. Make up simple card games. (“I found a card with a three on it. Can you find another?”) Practice spotting numerals together in the newspaper or on price tags at the store.



PRESCHOOL SCIENCE

In the annals of scientific discovery, there is a famous tale about how James Watt let a giant out of a teakettle. The story goes that the little Scottish boy was sitting in the kitchen one day, wondering about the causes of things, when his gaze fell upon the kettle sitting on the stove. A cloud of vapor was rising from its spout, and the lid began to rattle.

“What’s in the teakettle?” he asked.

“Just a little water,” his mother answered.

“But there must be something else in there. It lifts the lid and makes it shake.”

“That’s only the steam. The fire makes the water hot, and it turns into steam.”

“The steam must be very strong, to lift the iron lid,” James marveled. “If just a little bit of water is so strong, why can’t a great deal of water be a great deal stronger? Couldn’t it make enough steam to turn big wheels, and lift heavy weights, and draw our wagons, and do all sorts of work for us?”

We cannot know whether that long-ago conversation is fact or fable. But this much is certain: the Scottish lad, who was a delicate child, received much of his early education at home from his mother. His father also let him spend a great deal of time in his carpentry shop. He made a special set of small tools for young Jamie, and gave him his own little workbench and forge, so the boy grew up thinking about things mechanical. Not so many years later, James Watt—whose name we still honor when we measure power in “watts” or “kilowatts”—helped spark the Industrial Revolution by inventing the first practical steam engine.

You, too, have a natural little scientist on your hands. The world is fresh and unexplained, and your child is filled with a longing to discover how it all works. She’s a botanist in the backyard, a chemist in the kitchen, an engineer among her pile of blocks. Your job is to sustain that childlike impulse to investigate so the inner scientist doesn’t disappear when the brand-newness of the world wears off.

Getting your child interested in easy playtime science takes no special scientific knowledge on your part. It’s not essential that you still remember precisely how photosynthesis works. What’s critical is your attitude about science. If your preschooler sees that you are excited about watching, testing, exploring, and understanding, she will reflect that enthusiasm.

Even if you grasp the principles behind the science, your child almost certainly won’t. That’s okay. The concepts can come later. There is an old saying that “experience is the mother of science.” Right now, your child is building a foundation out of experience. A few years later, when teachers introduce her to the laws and axioms behind the phenomena, her simple preschool science experiences will provide a base for learning.

Some of the scientific activities you and your child can practice together are:


	
Investigating and exploring. Preschoolers are natural investigators. Turn over some rocks to see what’s living underneath. Put an ice cube on the hot sidewalk and watch it melt. Put up a bird feeder and watch the birds come. What time of day do they like to eat? Follow a parade of ants down the sidewalk. Where are they coming from? Where are they going? Why do you think they are traveling?

	
Observing. Talk to your child about how things look, sound, feel, taste, and smell. Get a magnifying glass and take a close-up look at the world of the park: leaves, rocks, tree bark, insects. Plant a garden and watch it grow. Touch some pavement in the sun, then pavement under a shady tree. Which feels warmer? Many children love to watch changes in themselves; find a wall where you can mark your little one’s height with a pencil every month or so.

	
Collecting. Gathering “specimens” is a fundamental scientific activity your child can enjoy. It’s also a good way to encourage math skills like sorting and counting. Catch some bugs in a jar. Help your child start a collection of rocks, shells, trading cards, plastic dinosaurs—whatever interests her.

	
Organizing. Scientists make studying the world more manageable by classifying natural phenomena. You can give your child practice classifying by asking her to sort the spoons into one pile and forks into another when you empty the dishwasher. An older preschooler might enjoy picking up leaves when you walk around your neighborhood, and then organizing them by size and shape. Give your child a magnet, and sort the items it will pick up into one pile, those it won’t pick up into another.

	
Measuring and comparing. Your child does not even have to know how to count to do some simple measuring and comparing. Which of those dogs is bigger? Which plate has more mashed potatoes on it? Older preschoolers learning to count may enjoy using straws or popsickle sticks to “measure” things by laying them end to end. How many straws do you have to lay down to get from one side of the kitchen table to the other? How about the sandbox?

	
Thinking about cause and effect. Little children are intensely interested in how and why things happen. Talk to your preschooler about simple causal relationships in the world around her. Help her notice how, when it rains, the ground gets soft and squishy. When the wind blows hard, the trees all shake and bend in the same direction. When the kettle boils, steam rises.

	
Predicting. One of the best ways to prepare your child for science is to help her get into the habit of asking, “What will happen if . . .?” Making the right prediction isn’t important right now—just wondering and having fun guessing is enough. What will happen if we put this rock into a basin full of water? Will it sink, or float? How about this piece of wood? What will happen if we mix these two colors in our paint set together? When we hold a rubber ball close to the floor and let it drop, it bounces just a little. What will happen if we hold it up over our heads and let it fall: Will it bounce more or less?



BUILDING MOTOR SKILLS

Running. Climbing. Pushing. Building. Early childhood is a very physical time. Preschoolers devote much of their days to these kinds of actions for a simple reason: they must practice using their arms, legs, hands, and fingers. Scientists and educators refer to the process by which children slowly gain control over their bodies as “motor development.” They generally divide motor skills into two broad categories. Large motor skills involve muscle activities such as walking or moving one’s arms. Fine motor skills require the use of smaller muscles and involve more precise movements, such as using the fingers to draw.

Good motor skills are important to your child’s physical fitness and ability to conduct everyday activities like brushing her teeth, or getting the cereal from her bowl to her mouth. Other reasons they are crucial include:


	
Early intellectual development. Activities that build good physical skills are intimately connected with a young child’s intellectual development. The better a young child’s motor skills, the more she can explore. The more she can explore, the more she will learn.

	
Social and emotional development. Competent motor skills give young children a greater sense of being in control and able to do things for themselves. This helps to build confidence and independence. It also enables children to take part in social interactions (like playing patty-cake with big brother). Simply put, good motor skills bring great happiness to small children.

	
Success in school. When your child gets to school, her teachers will expect her to be able to do certain basic things, such as hang up her coat, and carry things without dropping them. Many group activities will involve various motor skills, from joining hands and dancing in a circle to finger painting, cutting, and pasting.

	
Writing. This critical academic activity requires a lot of fine motor skill. No one expects your child to be able to write neatly when she reaches school, but if she does not have the skills that enable her to hold and manipulate a crayon or pencil, she will have difficulty learning to print letters and numbers.



Generally speaking, two things must happen for a child to acquire good motor skills. First, she must do lots of physical growing. Her muscular, skeletal, and nervous systems must all develop and strengthen. Second, she must gain coordination. She must learn to orchestrate the movements of her muscles to achieve a desired result. She must also learn to gauge distances and direct her hand movements under the guidance of her eyes. This is a matter of practice—lots of it. One big reason children so enjoy scribbling, coloring, building with blocks, taking things apart and putting them back together is that such games turn clumsy hands into deft fingers.

Nature seems to have programmed little kids to enjoy doing things that help them develop. Even babies do a seemingly endless amount of reaching, grabbing, fingering, and dropping of objects in order to exercise the body and develop coordination. During the toddler and preschool years, children spend a great deal of time catching and throwing balls, hopping up and down, pushing and pulling wagons—all activities that aid motor development.

The process of gaining motor skills by no means flows at an even pace. It’s common for a young child to make rapid advances in a particular ability, suddenly stall for several weeks, or even seem to regress, and then just as suddenly zoom ahead again. Furthermore, different children gain control over their bodies at slightly different speeds. For example, it’s normal for one child to begin walking at fourteen months when his older sister took her first step at age one. In any group of preschoolers, some kids will be a bit further along than others at throwing and catching, jumping rope, drawing, and such.

Since they naturally spend so much time using their arms, legs, and hands, children don’t need any special classes or exercises to help them develop competent motor skills. So long as they have proper nourishment, adequate health care, plenty of physical activity, opportunities to play, and encouragement from adults, most do just fine in learning to control their bodies.

The key thing to remember is that early childhood should be an active time. That means less time in front of the TV, and lots of playing and exploring the world. Physical activity in the preschool years helps your child grow up happy and strong, and is an important part of getting ready for school.


Resources to Help Your Preschooler Learn

Here are a few good resources where you can find ideas and activities to help your preschooler learn. Ask parents you trust for their recommendations as well.


Books

Active Learning Series, Debby Cryer (Addison-Wesley, 1987–88)—A collection of five books, each containing simple activities to stimulate children’s motor skills, imaginative play, language, and number concepts.

The New Read-Aloud Handbook, Jim Trelease (Penguin, 1995)—Explains the virtues of reading aloud and lists over 1200 titles suitable for pre-schoolers and older children.

Oppenheim Toy Portfolio Baby and Toddler Play Book, Stephanie and Joanne Oppenheim (Oppenheim Toy Portfolio, 1999)—Practical advice on which games to play, books to read, songs to sing, and toys to explore with children, ages 1 to 3.

Parents Are Teachers, Too: Enriching Your Child’s First Six Years, Claudia Jones (Williamson Publishing, Charlotte, Vermont, 1988)—Suggests creative ways for parents to help preschoolers learn, including games that foster reading, writing, and math concepts.

Playtime Learning Games for Young Children, Alice S. Honig (Syracuse University Press, Syracuse, New York, 1982)—Contains 24 fun games to teach thinking skills to children age two to kindergarten.

Things to Do with Toddlers and Twos (1984) and More Things to Do withToddlers and Twos (1990), Karen Miller (Telshare Publishing, Chelsea, Massachusetts)—Full of excellent ideas for teaching and playing with young children (18 months–3years).


Magazines

Children’s Software Revue (Active Learning Associates)—Reviews software for schoolage children and preschoolers. Maintains a Web site at www.childrensoftware.com.

Chirp Magazine (Bayard Press)—Filled with puzzles, crafts, colorful illustrations of favorite songs and rhymes, and original poems and stories.

Highlights for Children (Highlights for Children, Inc.)—A monthly magazine with a mix of stories, articles, puzzles, poetry, riddles, jokes, and cartoons.

Ladybug (The Cricket Magazine Group)—A monthly read-aloud magazine that features fiction, nonfiction, poems, songs, and activities.


Web Sites

FunSchool (www.funschool.com)—Contains over 150 educational games for children from preschool to fourth grade.

ParentSoup (www.parentsoup.com)—Helpful parenting tips and advice, as well as activities, games, and articles geared toward educating very young children.

ReadyWeb (http://readyweb.crc.uiuc.edu)—Contains helpful articles and pamphlets on school readiness.
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