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Praise for Testing for Kindergarten

“This book is a gold mine of information—an invaluable resource for parents of young children who want to ignite their children’s learning. With a unique talent for combining the latest scientific knowledge with her own real-world experience, Karen Quinn pulls back the curtain, revealing what educators look for when making admissions and placement decisions.”

—Dr. Marion Blank, director of the A Light on Literacy program at Columbia University

“It is ‘the must-have’ book for every parent going through the kindergarten admissions process. The book is written with authority and experience from someone who knows what she is talking about. I will be recommending it to all parents of preschool children.”

—Lyss Stern, founder of Divalysscious Moms and editor in chief of Observer Playground

“Testing for Kindergarten is a friendly, easy-to-read, helpful guide for parents by a parent. By using these strategies to develop the abilities of their children, parents can feel confident they are on the path toward success.”

—Dr. Norma Hafenstein, director of Ricks Center for Gifted Children, Institute for the Development of Gifted Education

“Balmex, baby wipes, and this tell-all book . . . three diaper-bag essentials for every mom (and dad). Karen Quinn cracks the kindergarten testing code, and now you can too! Her smart strategies and practical knowhow will help you put your child on the path to school and life success. Wise, witty, and well researched, it’s like getting sage advice from a seasoned, savvy, sisterly mom friend who has done her homework. In a word . . . Testing for Kindergarten ROCKS!”

—Robin Gorman Newman, founder of Motherhood Later . . . Than Sooner

“Bravo to Karen Quinn for an amazingly straightforward read into an elusive topic. New parents not knowing about the world of private schools are often so riddled with anxiety when they come into my office. Now, it is as if Karen can counsel them directly with this amazing read—and it’s healthier than Xanax!”

—Jasmine Lake, director of admissions, Miami Country Day School

“It’s like cheating: it gives your child a leg up.”

—Victoria Goldman, author of The Manhattan Family Guide to Private Schools and Selective Public Schools and The Manhattan Directory of Private Nursery Schools

“As teachers we are always happy when it is apparent that parents are doing the right thing . . . and following the suggestions in Karen Quinn’s book is the surefire way to get your little one on the path to school success! I highly recommend this book.”

—Judy Mumma, kindergarten teacher, Paulding Elementary School, Ohio

“Don’t let the title fool you into assuming this is a book geared only for the wealthy elite who are fighting to get their kids into private schools—regardless of whether your child will attend public or private school, this book is for you. I’m the mom of a two-year-old and four-year-old who will with 100 percent certainty attend ordinary public school in the suburbs. This book explains for us regular parents just what a hard-core IQ test will cover, so we can gauge the preparation level of our tykes. Really and truly, this is a must-read for every mom of preschool-aged kids. Loved it!”

—Colleen Padilla, owner of Classymommy.com

“Until now, this information was available only to wealthy parents who hired consultants and tutors. With this book, Karen Quinn has leveled the playing field, making it possible for any parent to give their child an equal chance to get into the best possible school and to perform at the highest level. Whether you’re thinking about public school, a gifted program, or private school, read this book!”

—Candice Carpenter Olson, cofounder of iVillage.com

“Thank you, Karen Quinn, for writing the only no-nonsense, beyond informative, useful, commonsense, and often laugh-out-loud book whose approach to kindergarten testing (and learning, in general) will manage to assuage the fears of masses of well-intended parents. As a pediatrician, I will recommend this to all parents!”

—Dr. Jamie Wells, pediatrician, New York City

“Testing for Kindergarten made me want to get back into the classroom. As a thirty-year public-school teaching veteran, I was shaking my head on almost every page because Karen Quinn got it so right. Not only is this a wonderful guide for parents, but it should be on the reading list for all prospective student teachers going into early childhood education. Well thought out, well organized, and well done.”

—Bonnie Edelman, kindergarten teacher, Aurora Public Schools, Colorado
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This book is dedicated with love to Dr. Shari Nedler, a pioneer in the field of early childhood education and (more important) my mother.



Author’s Note

When I first wrote Testing for Kindergarten in 2010, this was my Author’s Note. Everything I said then is true today, but I have a few updates for you.

It’s kind of sad, but kindergarten isn’t all fun and games anymore. Today’s kindergarteners are expected to perform at what used to be first-grade level. Whether it’s for admission to private school, a gifted program, or placement in an ability group, every kindergartener will be tested by the age of 5. So what’s a parent to do? Should we prep our kids at home, sign them up for enrichment classes, boot camps, have them tutored, or would that be another example of over-the-top parenting?

If you’re like other parents (and I’m pretty sure you are), you want your little one to start his first school experience ready to hit the ground running with every ability he needs to soar, right? Certainly you hope he will qualify for the best education possible. As much as you want this for your child, I’m guessing you aren’t willing to pressure him, or turn your home into a classroom (or yourself into Mom or Dadzilla) to achieve it. Good for you! That’s unnecessary and it will cause your friends and neighbors to make fun of you behind your back.

Giving your child the best academic start is infinitely doable. It doesn’t take a lot of time, and it can be pure joy. All it takes is for you to get your arms around the 7 abilities every kid needs to succeed in school. (Hint: These are the same 7 abilities every common intelligence test is designed to assess.) Then, each day, do activities together that instill these abilities in your child. We’re talking about playing games, building with blocks, having stimulating conversations, reading picture books, doing art projects, and playing—lots and lots of playing. The younger your child is when you start, the better, but it is never too late.

Will your little one’s test scores improve if you follow the recommendations inside? I can almost guarantee it. But higher test scores aren’t the point. The point is to help your child earn a coveted seat at the best school possible, a placement in the highest math and reading ability groupings where she can learn alongside equal or more able pupils, and early success in school that inspires a love of learning that will last a lifetime.

After writing Testing for Kindergarten, I reached out to a daddy blogger named Michael McCurdy, who blogged about gifted programs. I asked him to tell his readers about my book. He agreed and then invited me to breakfast. When we met up for pancakes, Michael handed me a business plan, saying, “It’s too expensive for regular parents to get help preparing their kids for important tests. Let’s get together and create an easy, affordable way to bring test prep and skill building to any parent who wants it.” I knew nothing about this guy (I hadn’t even googled him), but I liked his vision. “I’m in!” I said. Within a month, we launched TestingMom.com, a website that now offers thousands of practice questions for any test your child might have to take, plus on- and offline games kids can play to build skills for testing and school, along with fun interactive programs that strengthen your child’s abilities in areas of reading, math, science, history, and more.

I share this update with you because, since writing the book, I’ve worked with thousands of parents who were getting their pre-kindergarteners to eighth graders ready for important tests given across the country and world. As a result, I know things today that I didn’t fully grasp when I first wrote Testing for Kindergarten. I want to share the three most important insights I’ve learned since writing the book. Here goes . . .

1. Early Childhood Tests Will Change; Underlying Skills Assessed Stay the Same. There are only so many skills and so much information that educators expect kids to master between the ages of 3 and 6. These will never change. When I first wrote Testing for Kindergarten, psychologists were using the WPPSI-III to assess kids. Now they are using the WPPSI-IV. By the time you read this, they might be using the WPPSI-V or VI (these haven’t been invented yet, but they will be someday). Tests like the Woodcock-Johnson, WISC, CogAT, NNAT, and IOWA Assessments have all been updated since the book was first published. While updated versions of these tests will ask questions in different ways, the underlying abilities these tests are assessing stay the same. So don’t get hung up on which test or which version of a test is being used with your child.

2. Poor Test-Taking Skills Cause Kids to Underperform. When a child does poorly on a test, parents typically conclude their kid doesn’t have the underlying skills or knowledge he needed. Often, this isn’t the case. Since starting www.TestingMom.com, I now see that mastering underlying abilities is just half the battle. Young, inexperienced test takers make one “amateur” mistake after another when they take tests. They are too shy or uncomfortable to do their best in the presence of a strange tester; they say “I don’t know” or skip questions they don’t understand; they don’t realize that the pictures in front of them represent wrong answers and only one is correct—so they pick the picture that is the prettiest, most colorful, or that interests them the most; they don’t listen well, they can’t focus or pay attention for the length of the test; they go straight for the most obvious answer—the list goes on.

When you work with your child to prepare for testing, it is important to practice with sample questions similar to those on whatever test they’ll be taking so you can observe for yourself if your child is going to make these types of mistakes. If you practice, you’ll have time to work with your child on both underlying abilities and test-taking skills so your child can show what he knows when it really matters. If you go to www.TestingMom.com, you can get free practice test questions or a sample test to try with your child. Don’t be surprised if he doesn’t do well the first time—he’ll get better with experience and guidance from you.

3. Something Your Future Self Needs to Know: Standardized Tests Are Here to Stay! Right now your child is young and you aren’t thinking about state achievement tests, but someday you will. Whether it’s No Child Left Behind, Race to the Top, or Common Core Standards, there will always be public education standards and testing—and there will always be controversy surrounding these. As the parent of a young child, here’s what you need to know. States have standards defining what students are expected to learn, and there will always be achievement tests tied to these standards. This is because the government has to be sure their students are mastering their mandated academic standards. Private schools administer their own achievement tests for much the same reason. These tests usually start around third grade, although academic standards for children as early as pre-K exist, and these standards guide the curriculum taught.

What does this mean for you as a parent? Learn about the academic standards your school has embraced for students in your child’s grade. Go to parent-teacher conferences and find out how your child is doing against the standards. If the teacher says your child needs support in math, English, or whatever, then provide it. You don’t want your child to fall behind. Later, when your child is old enough to take these standardized tests, encourage her to go in and do her best. And remember, elementary-age students make plenty of “amateur” mistakes, too. So work with them on their test-taking skills along with underlying abilities. Learning to do well on standardized and in-class tests is a skill worth mastering if your child ever wants to go to college.

As you read on, also refer to www.Testingforkindergarten.com. There, you will find links to sites mentioned, a list of the games, toys, and materials recommended, references to the studies and sources I relied on when writing this book, and valuable materials that didn’t fit inside these chapters. URLs change (and break) frequently, so if you find that a URL mentioned isn’t working, just google what I’m referring to—you can usually find it that way.

Definitely visit www.TestingMom.com for free practice questions or a sample test you can try immediately with your young child to see how she will do on upcoming tests. I encourage you to become a member of TestingMom.com to access thousands more practice questions, test-prep games, and fun skill-building sites that will get your child ready for school, and to get regular support from me and my team as you help your child through the testing process!

In the book, you’ll notice that I alternate between the female and male pronouns in my references to children. This was done for fairness, which, as you know, kids insist upon. When referring to gifted programs, I might call them Gifted and Talented, or G&T, programs; Talented and Gifted, or TAG, programs; or (for California families) Gifted and Talented Education, or GATE programs.

    Finally, feel free to contact me at these addresses: karen@testingmom.com or https://www.facebook.com/testingmom/.



Part I

The Secret World of Kindergarten Testing

In this section, you will learn:

[image: images] Why almost every child will be tested before age 5, whether he attends public or private school.

[image: images] The 7 abilities every test covers (and every child must have) before starting kindergarten.

[image: images] How these early tests can affect your child’s entire education.

[image: images] What IQ scores mean.

[image: images] How simple changes to your parenting style can improve your child’s IQ.

[image: images] The different types of tests used by private and public schools.

[image: images] Which tests are used to track children into ability groupings in public school.

[image: images] How to prepare your child for testing.

[image: images] What happens inside the testing room.

[image: images] What is on the most common tests, section by section.



1. What Educators Know and Parents Don’t

CONFESSIONS OF A MOM WHO HAD TO FIGURE THIS OUT FOR HERSELF

Did you know that by the age of 5 most children in America will have been given some kind of intelligence test? These tests cover all the abilities educators believe children must have to do well in the classroom. If you want your child to attend a top private school or a competitive gifted program, his scores will impact and in some cases determine whether he’s in or out.

If you choose public kindergarten for your child, testing serves a different purpose. American public schools commonly engage in a practice known as “ability tracking,” where students are grouped together by slow, average, and advanced skill levels and instructed differently depending on where they are assigned. Over time, children who make the advanced track get teachers who focus more on academic achievement and provide deeper, richer content. Those placed in slow groups are taught through drills, worksheets, and an easier curriculum, which limits their ability to handle harder work later. Their peers jump ahead of them and the gap between the two groups widens, limiting the educational opportunities of kids assigned to the slow track. Your child’s ability group placement will depend on how he scores on the tests he’ll be given when he starts kindergarten.

Considering how these high-stakes tests are used to make school placement decisions that affect our children’s educational futures, you’d think we would be given a heads-up on what they cover. Instead, information about intelligence tests is as closely guarded as the Academy Award envelopes. Parents who want the best for their children don’t understand what their kids need to know, much less how to make sure they’ve given them the right kinds of experiences to pick up these abilities. When I found out my daughter had to take one of these tests, she couldn’t even draw a triangle. I had completely fallen down on the job.

The first time I heard that children her age could even be tested was at her end-of-school meeting at nursery school. Our preschool director had gathered the parents for a briefing on transitioning our children from preschool to kindergarten—“ex-missions,” she called it. The word strikes terror in the hearts and minds of Manhattan parents.

In New York City—and many parts of the country—getting into a private kindergarten, a gifted (also called “G&T,” “TAG,” and “GATE”) program, and even many selective magnet or charter schools has become impossibly competitive. It seems absurd to test 4-year-olds for admissions. And yet, if that is the process where you live, your choice is to play the game or find the best public school program you can. In some markets, public school options are fantastic; in others, not so much.

Most parents who decide to jump through the hoops and apply their kids to more selective public or private schools go into it determined to retain their sanity. It’s a noble intention that isn’t always possible. These are our children we are talking about, our adorable, bright (in most cases, genius) 4-year-olds who do not deserve to be judged by those wart-faced, fire-breathing admissions directors. I have seen icy-veined CEOs reduced to tears over this process.

Your Kid Can’t Spell Her Own Name? Forget Yale.

But back to my first ex-missions meeting. Before I arrived, parents were offered tiny wooden seats next to pint-sized tables with coloring-box centerpieces. Me, I was late, so I sat cross-legged on the floor until my foot fell asleep. Standing, waiting for the numbness to subside, I gazed at the competition. There was Margarita Gonzalas-Baikov, Ben’s mom. She had hired a Chinese nanny just so her son would learn to speak Mandarin before the age of 4. The kid already spoke Spanish and Russian. Showoff, I thought. After Kim Memolis’s mother heard that shapes were on the test, she taught her daughter to make three-dimensional boxes and cones. Was that really necessary? According to his dad, Matthew Stein was already reading Dr. Seuss books. Spare me! That little nose picker had memorized Green Eggs and Ham after hearing it sixty-eight times. My future honor student, Schuyler, knew it after a mere fourteen readings. On the other hand, “Thkyler” (as she so adorably called herself) favored books she could easily stuff down the back of her underpants and couldn’t spell her own name. I wondered, Is it too late to change it?

We lived in Manhattan, in a neighborhood with poor-performing schools, so we had three choices: apply her to private school, try for our local G&T program, or move to a different neighborhood zoned for a better kindergarten. The first two options would require she be tested.

Mark and I wanted to stay in our neighborhood, so our goal was to get Schuyler into either our local G&T program (which would be excellent and free) or a private school (which would be excellent and expensive). I asked our preschool director if there was anything we should be doing at home so she might score better on the all-important test. She gave me one of those “What kind of parent are you?” looks that you never want to get from your nursery school director the year you’re depending on her to recommend your family to an in-demand kindergarten. This was before toddler test prep became de rigueur in NYC and around the country.

“Puh-leaze,” she groaned. “It’s one thing to prep a teenager for an SAT, but to tutor a child barely out of Pampers?” You sicken me. Her lips didn’t say that, but her eyes did. “Relax,” she said, “you just need to trust that between preschool and life, she has absorbed everything she needs to know to do well.”

Obedient by nature, I followed my director’s advice. She was the professional and I was the amateur. In the end, Schuyler tested well enough to get into private school, but not well enough to qualify for the G&T program. We were disappointed because private school was so expensive and a G&T program would have been free, but the outcome wasn’t entirely unexpected (what with her habit of stuffing books down her pants and all).

Your Son Is No Baby Einstein

Over the next year, our younger son, Sam, suffered from recurring ear infections. I noticed that his language was developing more slowly than Schuyler’s had. At 3, Sam often didn’t look at me when I spoke to him, and he barely used words, pointing instead to what he wanted. When I brought this up with my pediatrician, he told me not to worry, that children develop at different rates, and Sam would naturally catch up with his sister.

Despite the doctor’s assurances, I was secretly afraid that Sam might have autism or have some other devastating condition. The possibility that something was seriously wrong with my child was too much to bear. I ignored my doctor’s advice and took Sam to a specialist.

The new doctor immediately ran a battery of physical and psychological tests. He told me there was good news and bad. The good news was that the delays stemmed from the fact that Sam couldn’t hear, the result of fluid buildup from all the ear infections. That could be corrected with surgery. I jumped with joy and hugged the doctor.

“Not so fast. There’s bad news,” he said. “We gave Sam the WPPSI, the test he’ll need to take to get into school next year. His scores were abysmal.”

“So I guess that rules out G&T programs,” I said.

“I guess it does. Your son will never be very smart. And with scores as low as his, there isn’t a private school in town that will accept him,” he declared. “You should look into the special ed programs.”

Now, I’m no snob. If I could have placed Sam in a fine (free!) public special ed program, I would have been first in line. However, we lived in one of the worst-performing zones in New York City. I wasn’t about to put my precious son in their hands. “Isn’t there something I can do?” I asked. “Can we fast-track his development and improve his scores for next year?” Surely there was some sort of “how-to” book for developmentally delayed darlings and the mothers who loved them.

The doctor spoke slowly and patiently to me as if I were the one with developmental delays. He explained that the WPPSI was an IQ test and that it was impossible to prep for these. Sam’s intelligence was a trait like his beautiful blue eyes, his deep adorable dimples, and his funny cry. His IQ was set at birth and there was nothing I could do to change it. What I heard was, “Now, young lady, don’t you go worrying your pretty little head about such things. I’m the professional; you’re merely the parent. I proclaimed special ed and special ed it shall be.”

A Mother’s Got to Do What a Mother’s Got to Do

Lucky for me, I had access to a second opinion. My mother happened to be a PhD and professor of early childhood education. She had written a book called Working with Parents that guided preschool teachers on helping mothers and fathers support their children’s intellectual growth at home. Not only that, she had developed a preschool curriculum for children from low-income families who weren’t “naturally” absorbing what they needed for school readiness. In opposition to theorists in her field, my mother’s program advocated the active teaching of concepts and skills to preschoolers to make sure they met their intellectual milestones. A number of Head Start and other nonprofit early education programs across the country used her curriculum. The test scores for these kids improved significantly, and they were better prepared to enter kindergarten. Not only that, the preschoolers who were actively taught concepts did better on later standardized tests than those who weren’t, proving that the effects of early intellectual support can be lasting.

If this book were fiction, the editor wouldn’t let me have a mother like that. It would be too much of a coincidence for our protagonist to have the perfectly educated and experienced mother to get her out of her jam. But truth can be stranger than fiction, and in this case it was.

I called Dr. Mom. Was it true? Was there nothing I could do to help Sam, who (at age 3) trailed miserably behind his Pampered peers? “Nonsense,” she told me. “The doctor doesn’t know what he’s talking about. Get Sam’s hearing fixed. Then you can tackle his delays.”

My mother explained that intelligence tests evaluate the extent to which a child has acquired the abilities he should have picked up by the age he’s tested. Sam was behind because he couldn’t hear what was going on around him. Other kids lag because they aren’t in a good preschool or their parents don’t talk to them enough. Kids of teachers test above expectations because teachers know how to impart the most important skills and knowledge to their kids. Mom said, “If you understand the abilities Sam should have by age four [when he would be retested for kindergarten], you can help him catch up.”

My mother pulled back the curtain to reveal that there was no magic to the testing process. In fact, once I understood how it worked, it made perfect sense. With Mom’s guidance and by studying the textbooks she used to train psychologists to assess young children, we mapped out a program I could do at home to strengthen Sam’s abilities so he would test better and, more important, so he would be ready to enter a regular kindergarten program in a year.

With funding from the city, we were able to arrange for a special-ed teacher to assist Sam in the classroom a few hours each week. He was also given speech therapy and occupational therapy once a week. Then, every evening after I came home from work, the two of us nestled in my bed for a special activity time. To Sam, it was fun and games with Mom. But in reality, everything we did was selected to support his intellectual growth.

A year passed. Sam took the test again. Not long after, his nursery school director called. She was thrilled to report that Sam, her special-ed student, had made the top score in his class. He was admitted to the same private school his sister attended. He became an excellent student and eventually graduated from NYU.

Psychologists say that the home environment can impact IQ by 15 to 35 points. Sam’s scores improved more than that. At age 3, his overall IQ was in the 37th percentile; at age 4, it was in the 94th percentile. His was an unusual case, but it showed me the enormous impact parents can have.


Ear infections are among the most common illnesses in babies and young children. Middle-ear infections (acute otitis media) can lead to fluid buildup that results in hearing loss and can lead to delays in language and cognitive development. This is what happened to Sam. If your child suffers from recurring ear infections, work with your pediatrician to stave off recurrences. For Sam, the insertion of ear tubes did the trick, but there are other treatments. If your child has experienced this problem over a period of years, as Sam did, you may want to have him tested for developmental delays.



You Are Your Child’s Most Important Teacher

Watching Sam blossom, I am convinced that parents working with their children to build abilities that intelligence tests measure is not only fair, but it is the responsible thing to do. We make it our business to understand nutrition so we can feed our kids in ways that will keep their bodies healthy. Shouldn’t we understand intelligence so we can lovingly teach our children through play, at home, in the natural course of daily life?

After my experience with Sam, I cofounded TestingMom.com, a company devoted to helping parents prepare their pre-K to eighth graders for testing, and to guiding them through the admissions process for selective public and private schools and G&T, TAG, and GATE programs. Through the website, I showed thousands of parents how to engage their own children as I had Sam. I figured if these activities could make such a difference with a mildly developmentally delayed child, think what they might do for kids who are where they should be. Time and again, parents followed the program, their children tested well, and they were admitted to competitive public and private schools around the country.

I am not suggesting that you turn your home into a classroom, use flash cards, or make every waking moment a learning opportunity. There’s a balance to be struck. You read to your child every day anyway, but how can you do it so that you build his vocabulary and inspire him to become a voracious reader himself? How can you introduce math irresistibly into your dinner preparations? What games can you play in the car to build memory, vocabulary, and comprehension that will have your toddler begging for more? The activities I’m going to suggest are what every good parent should be doing to give kids the best chance to thrive in kindergarten and beyond. Better test scores are icing on the cake.


Early childhood is the most critical and vulnerable time in any child’s development. Our research and that of others demonstrates that in the first few years, the ingredients for intellectual and moral growth must be laid down. Children who don’t get this are likely to be two or three steps behind no matter how hard we try to help them catch up.

—Dr. T. Berry Brazelton



I am not a professional educator. I am a mother who was forced to figure this out to help her own child. Later, I became a professional, sharing what I knew with other parents so they could help their children, and they did. Now I’m passing it on to you.

This is the book I desperately wanted to read when I realized how much help Sam needed before he would be ready for school. If I only knew how to engage him in ways that would help him grow intellectually, I could get him back on track. It is my guess that you are already doing many of the types of activities I’m going to suggest. So much of this comes naturally to good parents. What you may not realize is how some of the different activities you’re doing affect your child’s intellectual growth.

You read her nursery rhymes, right? Do you know that nursery rhymes teach children phonological awareness, the ability to isolate individual sounds in words like “J-i-ll” and “h-i-ll?” This is an enormously important prereading skill.

Your child plays with different-shaped blocks, right? Did you realize that shapes are critical to learning letters, which are nothing more than lines, circles, squares, and triangles put together in different ways? When you read on, pat yourself on the back for the many right things you are doing now and then add some things you haven’t tried.

Like many experts, educators and psychologists can be protective of “their turf.” But don’t ever let a school director or some fancy doctor tell you to leave your child’s intellectual development “to the professionals.” By being aware of what your child needs to learn and providing the right environment and stimulation, you are your child’s most important teacher.


YOU DON’T HAVE TO BE A GENIUS TO GET IN

Guess what? Most private schools and gifted programs aren’t looking to admit classrooms of “geniuses.” School districts tend to offer two tiers of gifted programs: one for children scoring in the 97th-99th percentile and one for children who qualify with lower scores—in other words, very bright students (see pages 184–85 for more on this). Private schools accept kids with a variety of scores, as long as they feel the child is a good fit and can handle the rigors of the program. So don’t hesitate to become her most important teacher just because she’s not reading the dictionary at age 2. Your child has a chance to get accepted. And even if she doesn’t get in, the time you spend working with your child is never wasted.




In the next chapter, you will discover specific things you can do and ways you can interact with your child at home that will naturally increase her IQ score and set her up for success in any kindergarten she attends, be it public, private, or gifted.





2. This Is Not About Kinder-cramming

WHY PREPARING FOR KINDERGARTEN TESTING IS NOT “CHEATING”

So here you have it, the first manual on preparing 2- to 5-year-olds for kindergarten tests, written by a mother who turned herself into an expert out of desperation to help her own child catch up developmentally. It takes brass ovaries to tackle this subject because—let’s face it—who doesn’t love to bash those misguided moms and dads who push their kids, trying to mold them into prodigies they were never meant to be? Who doesn’t shake their heads at those zealots that play Mozart to their fetuses and teach their babies how to read? My former neighbor did that, by the way. Last time we spoke, her 2-year-old was “reading” words from flash cards before the Latin tutor was due to arrive.

How Much Can You Affect Your Child’s IQ?

I learned through experience that parents can affect their children’s IQ scores, but what do the experts say about this? In the early 1900s, when Alfred Binet created the first test to measure intelligence in children, he was firm in stating that intelligence was fluid and could be increased. In the years that followed, scientists strayed from that belief and conventional wisdom became that a person’s intellectual potential was genetic and fixed at birth.

In his meticulously researched 2009 book Intelligence and How to Get It, psychologist Richard E. Nisbett argues convincingly that intellect is principally determined by societal influences rather than genetics, and so is highly modifiable by parents and teachers. Nisbett deflates the notion that intelligence is hardwired at birth and offers ways parents can affect their child’s cognition. For example, did you know that breast-feeding for 8 months is worth 6 points on a child’s IQ test? Were you aware that if you exercise during pregnancy, you’re more likely to have a bigger baby with a higher IQ because of his larger brain?

Nisbett’s best evidence that intellect is influenced by environmental factors comes from studies showing that children born into higher socioeconomic status (SES) families have a 12- to 18-point IQ advantage over children born into lower SES families. This difference is meaningful when you consider that a person with an IQ of 100 might be expected to graduate from high school without distinction, whereas a person with an IQ of 115 is more likely to go to college and become a professional. However, when children born into lower SES families are adopted into higher SES families, they show IQ gains of 12 to 16 points. These gains can only be environmental in origin, the result of higher SES parents providing a richer cognitive home life than the child otherwise would have had.

Just as poor nutrition can stunt a person’s physical growth, being raised in a weak cognitive environment can stunt a person’s intellectual development. To explain the 12- to 18-point IQ score gap between lower SES and higher SES families, Nisbett relies on observational studies that compare how higher SES parents and lower SES parents interact with their children. These studies go a long way in establishing a causal relationship between parenting practices and higher intelligence in children, as outlined in the following table.



	Higher SES Parent

	Lower SES Parent




	Talks to children more using advanced grammar; asks challenging questions; comments on child’s world, her experiences, and emotions.

	Talks to children less; more of what is said comes in the form of demands and reprimands that are unlikely to stimulate a child’s intellectual curiosity.




	Engages children in dinner table conversations, involving them in topics and issues adults are discussing.

	Carries on adult discussion with the assumption that children would have no interest in the topic.




	Speaks 2,000 words per hour.

	Speaks 1,300 words per hour.




	By age 3, typical child has heard 30 million words.

	By age 3, typical child has heard 20 million words.




	Makes six encouraging comments for every reprimand: encouragement supports the child’s intellectual confidence and curiosity.

	Makes two encouraging comments per reprimand.




	Home has more books; reading begins as early as 6 months.

	Few books in the home; reading begins later.




	Relates material in books to objects and events in the child’s life; asks child what and why questions about the story, encouraging the child to participate.

	Doesn’t relate material in books to the child’s life; asks what but not why questions; views comments as interruptions and tells child to listen and pay attention.




	Gives verbal instruction describing how to do something.

	Physically demonstrates how to do something and is more likely to say, “Do it like this.”




	Will intervene in school to get accommodations for child’s individual needs.

	Unlikely to challenge authority, and teachers are viewed as authority.




	Heavily involved in their child’s world; chauffeuring them to activities, asking about teachers, coaches, friends.

	Little involvement in child’s free time. Unlikely to enroll them in lessons or take them to activities. Kids spend most of their time in self-directed play and watching TV.




	Actively works to assess and foster child’s talents, opinions, and skills.

	Sees their role as making sure their kids are fed, housed, clothed, clean, schooled; lets child grow and develop on her own.




	Engages in educational activities over the summer such as reading, conversing, going to the zoo or museums, resulting in an increase in IQ after summer.

	Provides little educational and cultural stimulation over the summer, resulting in a decrease in IQ.




	Raises children to have the kind of questioning analytical minds they will need as professionals, doctors, and CEOs. Teaches child social mores such as shaking hands, looking people in the eye, cooperating with others.

	Raises their children to be workers where obedience and good behavior will satisfy employers who are not looking to be questioned or second-guessed.




	Sources: Intelligence and How to Get It, by Richard E. Nisbett; Unequal Childhoods: Class, Race, and Family Life, by Annette Lareau; Meaningful Differences in the Everyday Experience of Young American Children, by Betty Hart and Todd R. Risley.





Nisbett concludes by suggesting simple things parents can do to raise their child’s IQ score and intelligence: talk to him using high-level vocabulary, read out loud to him, make comments to encourage his curiosity, teach him to delay gratification, and value his efforts over his intelligence. Nisbett’s bottom line—environmental influences can raise a child’s IQ from a score that predicts barely graduating from high school to one that suggests a professional career—should convince you that interacting with your child in ways that will strengthen his intelligence is well worth the effort.


OTHER ENVIRONMENTAL FACTORS THAT INFLUENCE INTELLIGENCE

Spanking. According to a study by Murray Straus of the University of New Hampshire, 2- to-4-year-olds who were spanked scored 5 points lower on IQ tests than kids who weren’t spanked. Children ages 5 to 9 who were spanked scored 2.8 points lower than those who weren’t.

Sleep shift. Dr. Monique LeBourgeois of Brown University studies how sleep affects prekindergartners. She found that if young children are allowed to stay up one extra hour on weekend nights and are then given an intelligence test on Monday, there is a 7-point reduction in scores.

Lead paint. A study conducted by Dr. Bruce Lanphear found that children with a lead concentration of less than 10 micrograms per deciliter of blood scored an average of 11.1 points lower on a Stanford-Binet IQ test. For every additional 10-microgram increase in blood concentration lead levels, there was a further 5.5 point decline.



Stimulate Your Child’s Mind While Keeping It Fun

Recently I saw a follow-up report on the Today Show about a scary-smart girl named Elizabeth Barrett. They first featured her at 17 months because she had taught herself to read simple words. Now at 2.5 years old, she’s reading the newspaper and the ticker that runs along the bottom of CNN. She knows all her state capitals. When her mother asked her what the capital of Maine was, she offered a classic gifted-child response, connecting two unrelated concepts by saying, “Augusta, just like [the month] August!”

Although Elizabeth hasn’t taken an IQ test yet, I’ll go out on a limb and declare her gifted. Did her parents push her? Did they subject her to in-utero tutoring and Baby Einstein videos at 3 months? Did they whip out the flash cards before she was out of diapers? No, Elizabeth came this way from God (or whatever higher power you believe in). She picked up reading naturally, asked questions, and continues to express deep curiosity about her world. Mom and Dad allowed her to take the lead, which is usually the case with these special children. If you explore any gifted child’s history, they tend to be on a different developmental track from infancy on.

If you follow every piece of advice I’ll be giving you in this book, odds are you will not mold your little one into another Elizabeth Barrett. James Delisle, a teacher and counselor for gifted children, put it this way: “The gifted child thinks, acts, and feels differently than other children. You can’t ‘train’ children to be gifted . . . gifted children simply are.”

Just because you can’t turn your little one into a genius who gets to hobnob with Matt Lauer on the Today Show doesn’t mean you shouldn’t actively help her build her intelligence. The trick is to do it gently. Avoid pressuring her and setting unrealistic expectations that she can’t meet. Mom- and Dadzillas who set the bar too high are often satirized in books and films; check out the movie Parenthood to see Rick Moranis drill his 3-year-old on chemical symbols, square roots, and world history. In my own novel The Ivy Chronicles I poke fun at mothers who sign up their kids for elocution lessons at Toastmasters for Tots or cooking at the French Kids Culinary Institute to give them an edge getting into New York City’s top private schools.

Experts almost unanimously warn parents against focusing too much on learning in their daily interactions with kids at home. “Relax,” they say. “Let your child enjoy his childhood. Leave academics to the educators. He’ll pick up the skills he needs for school over time. Right now, he needs to flex his creative muscles, go out and catch fireflies, and smell the roses.”

I am all for smelling the roses . . . after you teach your kid to categorize them by type, color, and smell, count the petals, and compare and contrast them to daisies. No, I’m just playing with you here. Speaking of play, kids need more of that. In fact, play may be as vital to a child’s academic success as reading, writing, and arithmetic, but I’m jumping ahead of myself.

The point is, you can support your child’s intellectual development while leaving plenty of time for building forts and rolling in the grass. Several kindergarten teachers read early drafts of this book. Each told me that she wished the parents of her students were working with their children to build abilities as the book suggests. As one said, “There are twenty-five to thirty kids in my class, me, and two assistant teachers. We can’t give each child the kind of individual attention that parents can. There’s no substitute for one-on-one instruction. Parents have a responsibility to do this.” Doing learning-focused activities for fifteen to twenty minutes on a regular basis can mean a lot. This is what I’m advocating. This, plus lots of playtime and love from parents and caregivers. If you learn how to stimulate your child’s mind and build that into your daily life together so it becomes second nature, there will be plenty of time to smell the roses.


A child educated only at school is an uneducated child.
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