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Every minute
counts when it
comes to school

Help your middle schooler
set or renew academic goals

N

ow that the school year is
humming at full speed, you
and your child probably have a
better idea of where his strengths
are and where he needs to improve.
Take some time to talk with your
child about setting goals for the
remainder of the school year. While
he should be the one to set his goals,
your support and guidance will help
him succeed.
Encourage your child to:
• Be realistic. If he has struggled in the
past, bringing every grade up to an A
in one quarter may not be a realistic
goal. Encourage him to identify his
most important needs, and set goals
to improve those.
• Write down goals. One study found
that when people wrote down their
goals, they were 33% more successful
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in achieving them than those who
didn’t write them down.
• Plan. Accomplishing goals takes
vision, effort and time. If bringing
up a science grade will take an extra
30 minutes of study each night,
your child may need to cut down
on time spent on other activities.
• Check. He should check on his
progress every few weeks. How is
he doing? What changes, if any,
should he make? At the end of the
quarter or semester, your child
should review his goals again. He
should figure out a maintenance
plan for goals he’s met, an action
plan for those he hasn’t and an
exploration plan for new goals.
Source: M. Price-Mitchell Ph.D., “Goal-Setting Is Linked
to Higher Achievement,” Psychology Today, niswc.com/
mid_setgoals.
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Having positive
attendance habits
involves more than
just showing up at
school. It also involves
arriving to classes on time and
actively participating.
When students arrive late to
class, they:
• Demonstrate a lack of respect
for the teacher and their
classmates.
• Disrupt the flow of class.
• Miss out on valuable instruction
and work time.
• May face disciplinary action if
they receive too many tardies.
Remind your child that the first few
minutes of class are as important as
the last few minutes—and can set
the tone for having a successful or
unsuccessful day.
Encourage your child to get to
class promptly so she can:
• Prepare for class by getting out
the necessary materials.
• Review yesterday’s work.
• Have a few minutes to unwind.
• Take a first glance at the material the teacher will be going
over that day.
• Think about questions she’d like
to ask in order to understand the
material.

Practical ideas for parents to help their children
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Simple activities can reinforce
your child’s academic skills

•

•

•

•

•

Learning doesn’t happen
only in a classroom. You
can reinforce your middle
schooler’s academic skills
right at home. Here’s how:
Have conversations with your child
about everything—and really listen
to what she has to say.
Ask about what your child is doing
in her classes. Find out about her
perspective on school.
Have your child teach you. Find
out what she is studying and ask
her to explain it to you. By “retelling” the things she’s learning, she
reinforces those things in her own
mind.
Help your child engage in critical
thinking. Discuss the similarities
and differences between her
classes. Ask for her advice when
you are facing a problem at work.
Give your child meaningful
responsibilities. If you have a pet,

ask her to help with its care. Teach
her how to prepare simple meals,
do laundry and other chores to
help the family.
• Respect your child’s ability. Let
her use her knowledge and skills
to help you. The next time your
phone starts giving you trouble,
hand it to her and see if she can
figure out a solution.
• Expose your child to new things.
Every meaningful experience your
child has—from a zoo visit to a
museum trip—has an impact on
her learning. On your next outing,
ask her how what she sees relates
to what she is learning in school.

“Learning never exhausts
the mind.”
—Leonardo da Vinci

Middle schoolers like to have a
sense of control over homework
You might have a difficult
time finding a middle
school student who loves
doing homework. But
you can help your child
develop a positive attitude about it.
The key is to give her a feeling of
control.
Research shows that middle school
students have definite preferences
about homework. They would rather:
• Do homework somewhere besides
home.
• Do homework when their peers are
around.
• Have their parents be less involved
with their homework.

So what can you do to support your
child? You can:
• Check your child’s achievement
at school. Is she doing fairly well?
If so, consider allowing her to
choose where she completes
homework, within reason.
• Let your child try studying with
a friend. Offer to host the study
session so you can supervise.
• Provide encouragement. Say
things like, “I see you working
hard on your homework. I know
your hard work will pay off!”

Do you instill
kindness in your
middle schooler?
Being mean or being
a bully is never the way
to succeed in school.
Are you encouraging
your middle schooler
to be kind? Answer yes or no to the
questions below to find out:
___1. Do you model kindness for
your child by treating him and
others with kindness and respect?
___2. Do you teach your child that
the Golden Rule (treating others as
you would like to be treated) is an
important value in your family?
___3. Do you promote empathy by
saying things like “Remember how
you felt when you didn’t get invited
to Jared’s party?”
___4. Do you praise your child when
you see him being kind to others?
___5. Do you encourage your child
to befriend a wide variety of students,
not just those in his “group”—even if
the kids in his group don’t welcome
them as easily.
How well are you doing?
More yes answers mean you are
promoting kindness in your middle
schooler. For each no answer, try
that idea.

Source: H.Z. Kackar and others, “Age and gender differences
in adolescents’ homework experiences,” Journal of Applied
Developmental Psychology, Elsevier.
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Talk to your child about the
importance of academic honesty
The research is in on
students and cheating,
and the news is sobering.
In a nationwide survey
of 43,000 secondary
students, 59 percent admitted to
cheating on tests and assignments.
Studies also show that:
• Above-average students are just
as likely to cheat as their lowerachieving peers.
• Cheating doesn’t carry much of a
stigma anymore. Students don’t feel
the shame in it that they once did.
• The more pressure students feel to
earn higher grades, the more likely
they are to cheat.
• Cheaters often justify their actions
by claiming that “everyone’s doing
it.” In their minds, they’ll be at a
disadvantage if they don’t cheat.
• Cheating is easier than ever,
thanks to the internet. Students

can download entire papers or
projects online and pass them
off as original work.
• Kids tend to begin cheating in
elementary school, typically by
cheating at games or sports.
True academic cheating sets in
during middle school.
Talk with your child about cheating.
Let him know you expect honesty
from him at all times, whether he’s
at home or in class. And remind him
that cheating includes:
• Copying homework from another
student.
• Receiving or giving help during
a test.
• Copying work without giving the
source.
• Handing in a project or paper that
was completed by someone else.
Source: Plagiarism: Facts & Stats: Academic Integrity
in High School, Plagiarism.org, niswc.com/mid_cheat.

Unsupervised time can lead to
trouble for middle schoolers
Some parents think their
middle schoolers don’t
need to be supervised
after school. But studies
show that kids with too
much time on their hands may be at
higher risk of substance abuse.
One study found that eighth
graders who were unsupervised for
11 hours a week were twice as likely
to use drugs and alcohol as those
under some form of adult supervision.
Where can working parents find
after-school supervision for their
kids? Here are some suggestions:
• Volunteer work. Your child can
gain job skills while making
the world a better place. Visit
communityservice.org for ideas.

• School activities. Whether your
child stays after school for band,
sports or a club, he will be involved
in a positive activity.
• Community centers. Check out
programs for preteens.
• Youth organizations. Scouting,
4-H and many other student
organizations have programs
designed specifically for middle
school students.
• Neighbors. Perhaps a neighbor
or relative who is home during
the day would be willing to look
after your child for a few hours.
Source: “Keeping Kids Safe and Supported in the
Hours After School,” MetLife Foundation Afterschool
Alert, Afterschool Alliance, niswc.com/after_school.

Q: My eighth-grade daughter
is late for everything. She turns
homework in late. She starts
projects at the last minute. How
can I help her break this selfsabotaging habit?

Questions & Answers
A: Unfortunately, time management doesn’t come naturally to
most middle schoolers. Instead,
parents must teach them how to
plan ahead.
Show your daughter how to:
1. Get organized. Insist that she
keep her backpack, room and
desk neat. A child who can’t
organize her belongings is
likely to have trouble organizing her thoughts and actions
as well.
2. Prioritize. Encourage your
child to list everything she
has to do under one of three
headings: “Must Do,” “Would
Be Nice to Do” and “Can Skip
This.” Remind her that items
on the must-do list (like homework) have to come first.
3. Make a schedule. After your
child sets her priorities, she
needs to figure out when she
can actually do those “mustdos.” That’s where a schedule
comes in. Some kids can draw
up a schedule for the whole
week and stick to it. Others
need to make a schedule every
day to keep on track.
4. Stick to a schedule. This may
be the hardest step of all.
Few children want to spend a
sunny day doing research for
an upcoming paper when five
of their friends are planning
to ride bikes to a nearby restaurant. Encourage and praise
your child for staying on track.
And don’t forget to leave some
time in the schedule for fun!
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It Matters: Homework & Study Skills
Share useful tips
for mastering
reading material
In middle school, your
child is required to
read material that is
more complex. This
can be challenging for
many students. Remember, reading
is a learned skill and, like any other
skill, can be improved with practice.
To help your middle schooler do
better with reading assignments:
• Encourage him to read for
pleasure often. The more your
child reads, the more he’ll be able
to read smoothly and accurately.
This is called fluency, and it is
an important step toward reading
comprehension.
• Teach him to read actively.
Looking at the words on a page
isn’t enough for many students.
They need to be focused and
engaged with the content. Taking
notes while reading is the perfect
activity to suggest. Just the act
of taking notes often improves
reading comprehension. It’s even
more effective if your child studies his notes after reading. He
can also use index cards or sticky
notes to mark important pages.
• Focus on vocabulary. One reason
middle school texts and fictional
works are challenging is that they
introduce unfamiliar vocabulary.
Tell your child not to skip over
words. When he comes across a
word he doesn’t know, he should
look it up. Then he should write
and study the definition.
Source: “Middle School Reading: Improving Your
Seventh and Eighth Grader’s Reading Comprehension,”
Math & Reading Help, American Library Association,
niswc.com/reading_skills.

Three strategies can help your
child become a better writer

N

ot every student is a born writer.
But students who write well tend
to do better in middle school than
students who don’t. To help your
child improve her writing, have her:
1. Read it aloud. After she completes
a writing assignment for class,
ask your child to read it to you
(or quietly to herself). Suggest she
mark any clunky or ungrammatical
passages as she reads.
2. Revise it. Even a good draft can
almost always be improved with
careful editing. So have your
child go back through her work
to see where it can be tightened
up, expanded or clarified.
3. Ask for help. If her work still
seems a little flat or weak, suggest
that your child ask her teacher to
recommend a reputable writing
website. Together, explore its ideas
for strengthening writing.

Beyond that, remind your child
that one of the best ways to become
a stronger writer is simply to read.
The more she surrounds herself with
words, the more examples she’ll see
of solid writing. And that will surely
help when it’s time for her to put pen
to paper.

Show your child how to make
the most of middle school math
Many students move up
to pre-algebra or algebra
in middle school. Even if
your child is not taking
these courses, he will be
exposed to some of the concepts—
and they can be challenging.
Encourage your child to:
• Make the best use of class time.
He should pay attention to the
teacher, take notes and follow
along with handouts.
• Go over class notes each day at
home, even if the teacher doesn’t
give homework. Students get the

most out of notes when the class is
fresh in their minds.
• Look in the textbook. He should
look for additional examples of
problems and read explanations
of how to solve them.
• Ask for help. No one should do
your child’s homework but your
child. However, if he knows a
friend or family member who is
familiar with the concepts, he can
ask for a demonstration.
• Talk to the teacher. He should see
if extra help is available and plan
to stay after school if needed.
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