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      Praise for Tutor in a Book


      “Finally, an easy-to-read book about study and test-taking strategies! Passionate and caring educators Alexandra Mayzler and Ana McGann have taken knowledge gleaned over many years of working with struggling students and created a valuable road map. Each chapter communicates information clearly and provides systems, worksheets, and achievable strategies so students can take charge and become organized self-advocates. This volume should be part of every student's toolkit and a necessary addition to the family library.”

      — Susan J. Schwartz, MA Ed; Clinical Director, Institute for Learning and Academic Achievement, NYU Child Study Center; Clinical Assistant Professor of Psychiatry, NYU School of Medicine

      “Do your children need help with their school work? Have your efforts to assist them ended in fights and confusion — and no improvement in grades? Alexandra Mayzler and Ana McGann have many years of combined experience in tutoring children. Tutor in a Book will give parents a clear road map for understanding their children's learning styles and suggestions for providing them with effective support. I recommend this practical book to any parent who wants to help their child do better in school.”

      — Michael Thompson, PhD; Coauthor of Raising Cain: Protecting the Emotional Life of Boys

      “A book your child will come back to time and again for in-depth understanding of class material, methods for writing papers, and techniques for test taking. This practical guide is chock full of worksheets, tips, and strategies to help students achieve academic success. Tutor in a Book should be on every child's bookshelf.”

      — Donna Goldberg, Author of The Organized Student

      “Tutor in a Book is a concise, user-friendly guide that takes tutoring to a new level. Alexandra Mayzler and Ana McGann lay out an easy-to-follow, practical program for helping students learn a new and improved way.”

      — Jenifer Fox, Author of Your Child's Strengths

      “Written in a relaxed and easy-to-understand style, Tutor in a Book can help students and their parents work together to improve skills needed for success in school. Providing lots of checklists and worksheets, the authors address issues such as learning style, organization, and study skills in a user-friendly, step-by-step format. It's almost like they are there sitting beside you, leading you on to do your best.”

      — Patricia O. Quinn, MD; Director, Center for Girls and Women with ADHD

    

  
    
      

      
        For our moms, Faina and Young Sook, for showing us the why of studying by living it. (p.s. We finally [might] be able to admit it: You were right. Thank you.)
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      Introduction

      School. We've been there, done it, and likely will be involved with it in some form or other (as students, tutors, or otherwise) for the rest of our lives. We, Alexandra and Ana, met (at school) in the NYU General Chemistry I Laboratory, where we attempted to not blow up the lab or ourselves while learning something worth waking up for at 8 A.M. every Saturday morning. We each had our own study approaches for this class, but gradually realized that by putting together our methods, we might actually come up with a practical, non-panic-inducing, and manageable way to complete (that is, pass) this course. After many joint study sessions in our dorm rooms, we started to see results in our grades from our combined efforts. With this dually reinforced approach to studying, we even found ourselves using our pooled techniques when helping and tutoring underclassmen and friends.

      We soon realized that many of the students we were coaching weren't just having difficulties understanding the material of a given class: They were actually having trouble with learning the material on a deeper level. We thought about more ways to teach students do-able and stick-able study techniques. Using our personal experiences (and keeping in mind the mistakes we made and corners we tried to cut), we created the Thinking Caps Skills Course to help make studying much easier, more interesting, and actually fun for students. We've helped many students through our methods, and this book is the sum of our experiences and insights that we've collected as both students and tutors, which we continue to expand on: we're always learning.

      Why Use This Book at All?

      Some of you who have made it this far through our introduction may have already rolled your eyes and thought, “Great. One more preachy ‘how to succeed’ instructional book … like I don't already get enough of this from [fill in the blank].” While we completely understand that the last thing you need is yet another source of “authority” telling you what to do, that is precisely our point: We want to help you get to where you tell yourself what to do. We've written this book because we were and are students and tutors who have learned things about ourselves and other students, not from others who know better than us. We aren't your parents, but we do hope to pass on at least one helpful or useful technique to you.

      One of our goals in writing this book is to get you thinking about what school honestly and specifically means to you. Each student sees the purpose of school from a unique point of view. We want this book to allow you to most effectively and easily get you to where you want to be, even if that means just making it to the end of another school year. Ultimately, our goal is to coach you on how to not just survive another school year, but guide you to a point where you are able to feel proud of all of your accomplishments and work and have no regrets about “how I could've done better.” Both of us have had such thoughts of our own, and even seen some of our students have doubts after a tough school year. We offer this book as a way to guide you through such school challenges without overreaching or exhausting yourself, so that you can achieve all of your goals and still have time to enjoy your nonacademic life without any “‘if onlys.”

      For some students the biggest question about schools is, “What is the point of going to school?” As tutors, we frequently hear this attitude expressed as, “I get to hang out with my friends and stuff, but other than that, all I do is sit through boring classes and listen to teachers drone on about things I could care less about.” Although it is hard to constantly keep in mind, especially in the moments during the school year when you're bogged down and almost drowning under huge amounts of work, we promise: There truly is a point to school. The aim of your classes is to help you succeed in life, no matter what you do, since your life is much bigger than just being in school. Each student has varying reactions to the mere thought of school, ranging from terror, anxiety, or panic, to joy, elation, and even excitement. We ourselves have experienced this entire spectrum of emotions, first as students slogging through high school and college, then as tutors helping our students. Regardless of how you feel about school right now, we hope that you will develop effective and manageable ways to be a student so that you can really like school (or at least not dread going there every morning).

      So, What Is the Point?

      We focus on three main Tools in this book: Organization, Time Management, and Study Skills. While we present these Tools as distinct and separate chapters, we want to emphasize that these concepts are the basis and foundation for academic success. The ideas and techniques do overlap each other, but can be looked at in different ways. Within each section, you will find pages you can use to practice the suggestions we offer in the chapters. While we hope these pages prove useful to you, our hope is that these first steps and our worksheets will provide you with a template you will personalize, and eventually use as an automatic method in all aspects of your schoolwork.

      Older and more experienced students may feel that such exercises are tedious or require extra effort, but these are useful suggestions for anyone, which can only become habits with practice. Also, instead of rushing through last minute preparations, we recommend that you consider your year's goals in the month before school starts. This eases you into a school-oriented mindset before the start of the year, while allowing you to continue enjoying your summer vacation. Last minute preparation cramming doesn't exactly set the most positive tone for the school year, nor does it produce exactly the best results. The end result of your well-planned and organized small victories may pleasantly surprise you.

      Introducing Our Fabulous Four

      For our final introductory piece, we would like to acquaint you with the students who comprise our group of the Fabulous Four: eighth-grade, Jake; his eleventh grade, older sister, Carolina; Bianca, Jake's friend and classmate; and Natalia, Bianca's younger, fifth-grader sister. We will check in on their stories at different stages of an academic year. Their experiences will show how each of them handles an aspect of their schoolwork, from initial preparation and Organization, to developing and honing Study Skills. You hopefully will recognize them as students you might be in class with, each with his or her specific strengths and weaknesses as a student, as well as extracurricular interests — which may resemble your own. Like you, these students have discovered our book and we'll share stories about their efforts to use the Guide and apply the techniques they find most helpful. Their academic challenges are similar to those you encounter yourself, and hopefully their scholastic experiences, which we relate here, will be helpful in your own academic pursuits.

    

  
    
      

      
      PART I GETTING STARTED A PRIMER FOR PARENTS

      The child supplies the power but the parents have to do the steering.

      — Benjamin Spock

    

  
    
      CHAPTER 1.

      
      Parents as Study Partners

      Middle- and high-schoolers face the increasing pressure to succeed academically and socially. We recognize that as a parent, you care significantly about how well your child copes with being in such a dynamic academic environment. Understanding your child's attitude toward school and life, and creating a steady environment and routine for a home or school setting strengthens your ability to “partner-up” with your child in encouraging and supporting her academic pursuits. We certainly do not claim to be the next Dr. Spocks of the educational arena — we offer our observations here as suggestions, based on our experiences working with students and their families, which we hope you find helpful in building a strong academic partnership with your child.

      Remember When? Taking a Mental Trip Back to School

      Although it may seem like your tween or teen wants to do everything with friends and may be slamming her bedroom door shut more often than she is keeping it open, she does still need your guidance and support. Often when starting to work with a new student, we've found it helpful remember our own emotional and personal state during the teen and tween years. We also recommend this as an effective approach to the parents we work with. Put yourself in your child's shoes and remember how you felt at your child's age about school, yourself, and your life (from a social and extra-curricular context). While some people look back on these years fondly, many of us would prefer not to re-live the awkward years of middle or high school. However, reengaging your own past experiences (especially the ways in which you may have tried to push the envelope academically, socially, and otherwise) will help you relate to your child and will make you appear more relatable in the eyes of your child. By remembering and even sharing your own experiences, you can establish a fundamental understanding that you do know that he is going through a tough time and that you are willing to listen or discuss any difficulties he might be going through, and make it an option for him to turn to you if and when he is ready.

      Family Time: Creating Reasonable Structure, Limits, and Expectations

      At times, it's difficult to know if or where to set boundaries, particularly when it comes to your child's homework and schooling. When you suggest to your child when or how to schedule or do school work, you're likely to be met with such comments like, “Don't worry, I'll do it later,” or, “Stop telling me what to do. You're not the boss of me!” With our students, we try to underscore the idea that we are working together as a team. If you approach your child with this team-minded tone, he is more likely to respond positively to your suggestions.

      Along with daily and weekly schedules, a few family rules will help your teenager explore his freedom while learning to grow within guidelines. It is important to have the whole family create mutually agreeable expectations, and to communicate these expectations to your teen. For example, everyone is expected to sit down to dinner at the table at 6:30 P.M. with cell phones off, no exceptions. It is important that these expectations are consistently reinforced so that your teen can develop a steady routine, despite the chaos of middle school or high school. These guidelines extend to academic goals, behavioral expectations, and social boundaries. Consistency in your rules will ensure that your teen knows what is expected of him, and what consequences there are if expectations are not met. He will appreciate being informed and knowing you give him responsibility and accountability, and will be able to establish personal expectations for himself and the world around him. We're sorry to say that the thought, “Maybe Dad was right,” doesn't occur until much later.

      Begin by creating a structured family routine. Your teen can learn to wisely plan his time and find comfort in knowing that even though each day brings its own challenges, his family and certain routines will always be there. Setting firm, enforced ground rules regarding dinner time, regular homework time, and consistent bed time will create a solid framework upon which you and your child can build. An established structure that your child can easily adapt to and work around will allow him to feel some control over his days, instead of feeling that he has been left out of the loop or that his feelings were not considered. A wall calendar to plan out and inform the family of upcoming events and appointments can also be helpful in keeping everyone in the loop.

      Hello, Is Anyone There? Establishing Open Communication

      Within the established general schedule, it's also helpful to set aside “check-in” days and ask that your child come to you regularly with updates on school and extracurricular activities. For example, schedule to sit down for a snack and just chat about what's going on at school. Rather than just questioning her at every meal, setting aside a designated, agreed time and asking her to come to you will encourage her to communicate with you. If your child is reluctant to talk about himself, doing a neutral activity together on a weekly basis, such as walking the dog, can help stimulate conversation. Encourage your child to discuss homework, classes, upcoming tests, friends, and activities. If she has mentioned a particularly difficult class or assignment, then make sure to follow up. It is also important that these “check ins” are judgment-free. If your daughter feels you are being critical, she will be less likely to come to you when she is struggling. This can also help avoid the emotionally charged reaction of, “Mom, you just don't get it!”

      Allowing her to test her independence doesn't mean that she won't appreciate having you as a safety net, even though it is likely that she will deny that she still needs her mom or dad. As your child matures, it becomes increasingly important that she take on a part of the responsibility in the decision-making process for her academic career. In order for her to learn and continue to grow, she must be allowed to make mistakes and do things in what might possibly not be the most efficient way.

      While it's hard to keep from instinctually catching her from each stumble she makes, it is important to keep in mind that you made it through the various trials of middle and high school, and so will your child. We've found in our own teaching and mentoring experiences that the best way to establish a mutually trusting and respectful relationship (particularly with regard to academic decisions) is to make recommendations based on your knowledge and experiences. Discuss your suggestions in depth with her, and allow her the opportunity to and encourage her to come up with some solutions on her own. In doing so, you show confidence in her intellectual abilities, potential for growth, and capacity to make the right choices for herself, and by extension, enhance her self-confidence.

      While emphasizing an approach to learning based on mutual respect for one another, it is also necessary to be realistic about how much your child is willing to share with you. While he might appreciate your asking how he feels about his work in science class, or which teacher or class he enjoys most, it's important to recognize the fact that he may leave out certain facts that have to do with his own behavior and circumstances. For example, you might find out that he dislikes a particular teacher because “she is always picking on me,” but fail to mention that this “picking on” is a direct result of his being seated next to his best friend and talking in the middle of lectures or presentations. Keep in mind that you're likely only getting a fraction of the whole story, and refrain from prematurely judging a situation. This also extends to a child's opinions and comments on how she is being graded “unfairly” by a “really tough teacher.” Your child is likely to volunteer certain portions of information freely, while knowingly leaving out pieces that complete the whole picture, such as the fact that she forgets to write down the homework assignment for the tough teacher's class.

      Conference Calls: Your Child in a Greater Academic Context

      The incredible emphasis on good grades is a very heavy burden for any student to carry, and students can be quite sensitive to receiving a lower-than-expected mark. Talk to your child about what and how she can improve in classes, rather than focusing on blame for what has already happened.

      As the school year progresses, be aware of the challenges your daughter may be facing. Does she seem to be struggling with math class? Is she having trouble with a particular teacher? Is she constantly arguing with a group of friends? If your daughter's behavior has changed or you start to see dips in her confidence or performance, make sure to recognize and work toward a solution that the whole family has a part in. Let her know that you aren't only interested in hearing about the good, but that you're also available to help her or find others who can provide support. Many times, arguments and miscommunication occur over poor grades because of frustration and fear.

      A productive conversation with your child focuses on asking how she feels about receiving the grade, how or why she might have received it (with you filtering out the opinionated statements regarding “harsh graders”), what and how she wants to improve, and finally concluding with how you might be able to help. Avoid questions about how your child ended up with such a low grade because these questions will likely be met with confrontational and defensive responses. If you would like to establish a relationship with your child's teachers, it is important to talk to your child about it. Though you certainly do not need the permission of your son or daughter to speak with his or her teachers, informing your child of your intentions is helpful so it doesn't feel like you are going “behind his back” or “spying on her” just to make sure that he or she is staying on track. He will be more likely to open the lines of communication if he knows that he is part of the dialogue.

      Your child also needs to understand the importance of self-advocacy and seeking help. For example, if she is having trouble with a class, point out that she can get help by working with a teacher, tutor, or friend, and if she is struggling with social problems that she can chat with the school guidance counselor, a family friend, or cousin. Let her know that feeling overwhelmed is normal for everyone and that she doesn't have to handle stress alone. Consider the boundaries of your relationship and acknowledge that you may not be able to fix all of your child's problems, but that you can help her seek out support.

      Study Buddies: Helping with Schoolwork

      Some students are comfortable with asking for help while others are reluctant, as it can be difficult for students to admit to a parent that they are struggling. Encourage a mutual learning environment. For example, consider setting up a study space where you are do your work or reading while your child does his homework. That way, if he has a question, he will be more inclined to ask. When your child does come to you with questions, be flexible and patient in your explanation. It is important to keep in mind that there are different methods of introducing material, especially if your child tells you that you're teaching him the wrong way. Remind your child that just because you learned it a different way, doesn't mean that it is wrong, and ask your child teach it to you his way. Use the resources provided by his teacher and together look through examples. Rather than just teaching or reviewing a concept, discuss with your child how he could find the answer or where he could look to review.

      As we'll discuss in detail in the following chapter, each student learns in an individual way depending on his or her strengths and weaknesses. You may find yourself surprised that what you thought was easy in school, your child struggles with, while other topics that you still find difficult to wrap your head around make perfect sense to your child. The way that we learn and the speed at which we are able to learn varies greatly from person to person. An awareness of your own learning tendencies, as well as those of your child, will allow you to recognize when she is overwhelmed or struggling and help you in being a helpful study partner for your child.

    

  
    
      CHAPTER 2.

      
      Your Child's Learning Style

      Researchers are learning more and more new information about the brain — discoveries occur on a daily basis. While it might seem that most questions about the brain have been addressed, the truth is that we have figured out only a small fraction of the 3-D puzzle that is our brain. In this section, we'll briefly discuss the brain as it is relevant to understanding and identifying learning styles. We have a tendency to be science nerds, but we'll refrain from going into too much detail. However, we believe that a basic comprehension of the brain and its role in how we learn is necessary to identify appropriate learning strategies for each individual student.

      Why Our Brains Matter in How We Learn

      The human brain can be compared to computer: Its various hardware components have individual and cooperative functions such that the machine executes tasks in a systematic fashion. The cerebral cortex is like the hardware of our brain where the bulk of our information processing takes place. The cortex has two main halves: the right and left hemispheres. We will further explore the processes associated with each region in the next section. In each of these hemispheres, there are distinct areas solely devoted to specific functions (such as language comprehension and visual perception). Certain areas deal only with incoming information about motion, speech, hearing, touch, vision and sound; others just process this information; and still other regions “decide” how to respond to this information.

      These assessment-oriented regions control memory, attention, organization, awareness, goal formation, decision-making, abstract thinking, and other “executive functions,” acting as the CEO of the brain and body. Information follows a specific route, or pathway, once it is perceived by the brain. The pathways differ from person to person.

      A student's strengths are greatly influenced by which hemisphere of the cerebral cortex is dominant and how the two sides of the brain work together. The significance of hemispheric dominance has often been misinterpreted as there are constant changes in the field of brain science. Many people mistakenly believe that the dominant hemisphere of the brain (right or left) solely determines physical aspects of an individual, such as right- or left-handedness. However, studies show that the dominance of a hemisphere has more to do with how a person views, interprets, and experiences the world. While the factors and pathways involved in dominance are not fully understood yet, studies have shown information about how each hemisphere processes information.

      The left hemisphere of the brain is thought to deal with the synthesis of information that is logical, analytical, sequential, or empirical in nature, such as perceiving or conceptualizing information from a larger perspective. Examples include determining the location of your keys in relation to the coffee table and the front door, or determining the probability that the teenager driving next to you will run through the stop sign in front of you. People who are “left-brained” tend to process information better by verbally, and have been found to excel in rules and structure of language.

      The right hemisphere of the brain is thought to be responsible for creative, intuitive, holistic, and nonsequential thinking. It is the part of our brain that allows us to picture how we want something to look before we put it down on paper. Examples include understanding the detailed functions of a new cell phone, judging the distance you need to clear between steps on a staircase, or being able to orient ourselves when we're lost in a maze.

      Although the two hemispheres have distinct characteristics and responsibilities, they are tied together and communicate via complex signals. For example, things that appear on your left are processed by your right hemisphere, while objects on your right are processed by the left hemisphere. The two hemispheres are able to process and produce an understanding or response by communicating with each other through another specific pathway. Almost everything that we do requires the interaction of both sides of our brains to manage and complete given tasks. Additionally, both hemispheres are equally capable of learning (specifically, acquiring and understanding) information, it just happens by different means of processing.

      Learning Styles

      How the brain takes in and processes information is a crucial component of how we learn. We'll describe in more detail some types of learners in the next section. By understanding which learning tendency your child's brain follows, you will be able to help translate that into more effective and efficient learning methods. Additionally, you may even find that as your child ages or matures, his tendencies may change as well. Depending on your child's learning style, some strategies may work better or worse than others. Throughout this book, we will suggest various Study Skills that are geared to different types of learners. However, this does not mean that a student should only use one type of study method, and we offer this information on learning tendencies and preferences to help guide your child in adapting his study approaches to his strengths. To help identify the study techniques that are compatible with your child's learning style, we will begin by discussing different types of learners.

      Visual Learners

      Visual learners, as the name implies, are people who work best by seeing information. For this type of learner, the pathways of the brain are strongest when information is delivered through the eyes. If your child is the type of student who finds that notes on a board or pictures in a textbook help her understand the concepts that she is learning, then she is probably a visual learner. Students who are visual learners benefit from drawing illustrations to go with words and concepts and from connecting concepts with visual images. For example, when studying vocabulary, a visual learner would find it helpful to draw a picture that describes the word. Visual learners should use graphic methods to organize and plan out ideas. By drawing images, the visual learner will best be able to process the information.

      Auditory Learners

      Auditory learners are individuals who find it easiest to process and remember information if it is spoken out loud. For example, students who prefer to record a lecture and then listen to it several times have strong auditory pathways. Such learners benefit from talking out ideas and concepts, repeating or singing key words and phrases, and discussing topics to process the information fully. Auditory learners should concentrate their efforts on listening and repeating information rather than taking it down on paper.

      Kinesthetic Learners

      Kinesthetic learners are those who process information best by touching, doing, or physically working through concepts and problems. Your child is likely a kinesthetic learner if he finds it most effective to solve math problems by moving around or physically manipulating objects or easiest to grasp the plot of a book by acting it out. Kinesthetic students work best when they can create physical Associations with concepts. The next time your child is trying to memorize a long list of vocabulary words, don't just suggest that he write out Flashcards. Suggest that he place the Flashcards in different parts of his room and then walk from area to area as he reads out and repeats each word. By relating a word to an action, like walking from one corner of the room to another, your child will increase the likelihood of being able to recall the word and its definition.

      Learning Differences

      Just as people have different color hair or prefer different flavors of ice cream, people learn in different ways. Individuals with learning differences are capable of accomplishing or succeeding in any given area. Having a learning difference requires that a person use techniques that cater to both weaknesses and strengths alike. Each person learns in a unique way and whether or not your child has a learning difference must be determined by working with a learning specialist and a psychologist or psychiatrist.

      What Does the Term “Learning Differences” Actually Mean?

      A learning difference (LD) is a way that a person's brain functions that can make it difficult for him to learn in a conventional or cookie-cutter way. This doesn't mean that the brain is malfunctioning; it just means that the pathways that the brain uses are unique to that person. These differences can be expressed in various ways, and individuals with LD might find particular things more difficult to learn than their peers, while also showing strengths in areas that other people typically find quite difficult. This might sound a bit vague, and honestly, it is. The brain is an incredibly complex machine that specialists and professionals spend a lifetime studying without completely understanding.

      
        
          What's Your Learning Style?
        
      

      In order to figure out the best approach to learning, work with your child to identify her learning type. Together, read the list carefully and check the statements that apply.

      

      
        
          
          
        
        
          
            	
              
                
                  Visual Learner
                
              

            
          

          
            	
              I prefer reading over notes than hearing the information.

            
            	 
          

          
            	
              I like to make lists for my goals and assignments.

            
            	 
          

          
            	
              I need quiet to be able to study.

            
            	 
          

          
            	
              If someone asks me a question on the spot, I need time to figure out the answer.

            
            	 
          

          
            	
              I'm comfortable looking at graphs and charts.

            
            	 
          

          
            	
              It helps me to draw a picture to remember a word.

            
            	 
          

          
            	
              My books, binders, and folders are color coded.

            
            	 
          

          
            	
              
                
                  Auditory Learner
                
              

            
          

          
            	
              When I'm studying, I like to repeat the information out loud.

            
            	 
          

          
            	
              I like to listen to music when I'm doing my homework.

            
            	 
          

          
            	
              Even when I may not be looking at a speaker, I comprehend what they are saying.

            
            	 
          

          
            	
              I enjoy giving presentations and speaking about topics.

            
            	 
          

          
            	
              It is helpful to get quizzed by answering questions verbally.

            
            	 
          

          
            	
              When reading is difficult, I read the words under my breath.

            
            	 
          

          
            	
              I would rather sit in class and listen to the teacher than take notes.

            
            	 
          

          
            	
              
                
                  Kinesthetic Learner
                
              

            
          

          
            	
              When I'm studying, it helps to have something in my hand to play with.

            
            	 
          

          
            	
              I memorize best by writing things out and making models.

            
            	 
          

          
            	
              I enjoy acting out information (like performing on stage).

            
            	 
          

          
            	
              I use my fingers to count.

            
            	 
          

          
            	
              I need to take frequent breaks when I'm studying.

            
            	 
          

          
            	
              I like science lab because I can remember best when I've done something.

            
            	 
          

          
            	
              When I read, I keep track of my place by moving my finger across the page.
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