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HELPING PARENTS TUTOR THEIR CHILDREN: A SUCCESS STORY Linda P. Thurston Home tutoring taught to parents improved children's attitudes toward and parents' regard for school.



Often when parents sit down to help their child with school work, the atmosphere is negative. The child may already be discouraged due to a lack of success with this particular problem, and may feel he or she will never be able to understand. The hour is late, and the parent may unexpectedly be forced to miss his or her favorite TV program, bowling tournament, sleep, or some other anticipated activity. Sometimes tempers clash. "You worked this same problem 10 minutes ago, why can't you do it now?" The child may feel "on the spot" and even guilty for needing help. The parent may feel resentful that 20 problems in long division are due tomorrow, that their child can't even multiply, and it is already 10:30 p.m. The situation, which may have seemed hopeless to the child early on, may be even more so as tempers and time run short. Tomorrow in your classroom, this child will bring to math class all the anxiety of yesterday. The problem is not that the parent doesn't want to help or that the child can't or won't learn, but rather, the method parents use to help their children. The solution is to educate parents. Many parents want to help their children succeed in school, but teachers often discourage parents from helping at home because they MAY 1989
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realize that sometimes parents' good intentions are not enough. Parents may try to "teach" their children skills they little understand themselves, or, as in the above example, the sessions may become punishing for children and for parents. Yet, research suggests that the involvement of parents in the educational process has a positive influence on their children's achievements (Briston, 1987; Hall & Broden, 1977; Mehran & White, 1988). As parents become involved and concerned with their children's education, they are requesting from school personnel specific procedures they can use to improve their children's academic learning. Thus, teachers, too, are searching for simple procedures that parents can utilize at home with little or no training, and that would promote academic growth as well as positive parent-child interactions. Teachers look for home tutoring procedures that reduce frustration while reducing the amount of unprofitable time parents spend tutoring. In addition, procedures must ensure generalization of children's academic skills to the school setting. When skills that are tutored by the parent generalize to the school setting, the parents, children, and teachers are reinforced, and they are likely to maintain such tutoring programs. Finally, parent tutoring procedures must be easy and inexpensive to implement. Parents of varying academic and economic levels are concerned about improving their children's school performance, so procedures for all parents must be simple to learn and to maintain. This paper describes a set of tutoring procedures that have been successfully implemented by parents to improve the academic skills of their children. These procedures have been carried out by parents of children of Title I classrooms, regular public school classrooms, and by parents of children enrolled in private schools. These are simple procedures that have proven easy to manage and simple to carry out in the home. Best of all, it takes only a few minutes a day, and it works! Studies have shown that the procedures are successful with oral reading, vocabulary words, spelling, and math facts (Hall, Delquadri, Greenwood, & Thurston, 1982; Thurston, Jacobson, Edwards, Heggie, & Dasta, 1982).



Introduce Parents to the Concept of Home Tutoring When you first tell parents about home tutoring, specify that a home tutoring program is separate from the time parents may 580
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spend helping their children with homework; it is not a replacement for homework. It is meant to be a pleasant time for parent and child, a time when the child experiences success, because the tutoring is based on the practice of skills already learned in school. Many children need more practice time than is usually provided at school, and practicing these skills at home with the support of the parents offers children an opportunity to practice as well as a special time with mom and dad. Parents must decide that tutoring is important enough to be a priority. Although these procedures take only a short time, it is often difficult for busy parents to find a few extra minutes every day. Home tutoring, though, is a planned activity that can be anticipated by all, not a rush job that has to be done on the spur of the moment. If this isn't a pleasant experience for both parent and child, chances are it won't continue very long. Stress that the parent must be willing to make a commitment and schedule a regular time for this important activity. The parents should try to do it at the most convenient time and try not to use a time when they would usually do something else that they enjoy. Making sacrifices may seem noble but probably won't work in the long run. Also, make sure that the parents' expectations are realistic. This program is not a miracle cure for learning problems, but it is very worthwhile in terms of academic improvements and even improvements in the child's attitude about learning. Other important positive effects of these procedures are the increased feelings of self-confidence the child experiences as a result of the successes and praise that this program is designed to encourage, as well as an increase in positive interactions between parent and child. Finally, acquaint the parents with the four basic steps to successful home tutoring: (a) selection of tutoring material, (b) basic tutoring instructions, (c) error correction procedure, and (d) record keeping and success charting. Be sure to let the parents know that you appreciate their efforts! They need positive reinforcement, too.



STEP 1: Selection of Tutoring Materials Most parents will want to talk to their child's teacher to identify the area(s) in which the child would benefit most from practice at home. If put in terms of "practicing," parents may feel more MAY 1989/PARENT TUTORING



581



comfortable and feel less as if they must teach a new skill or take over some of the teacher's responsibilities. It may be easier for teachers to suggest academic areas that need practice than for them to suggest a general curriculum. Examples of skill areas that might need practice are addition facts, weekly spelling words, oral reading, division facts, and vocabulary words for reading, social studies, or science. These are all academic skills in which many children would benefit from extra practice. Once the parent (often with the aid of the teacher) has decided on a subject area, specific materials to be used in tutoring need to be selected. Again, the parent needs some idea about where to begin. The stress here is to select materials that are not too difficult for the child and not to present so much material that the child feels overwhelmed. The parent will need some guidelines; for example, parents might go to the library and choose some books with their child. A good clue to choosing the right books is to have the child read the first page or first several paragraphs. If the child makes more than three or four mistakes, choose another book, or use that book to read to the child. If there are a lot of errors, oral reading will not be fun and interesting, and it will be hard for the child to sustain his or her attention. If vocabulary, spelling, math facts, or test question items are the focus area, have the parent begin by choosing a limited number of items to tutor each week. For example, you should recommend a spelling list or math facts. The parent then puts these words or facts on individual cards (recipe cards) to be used for review. If the child knows the word or fact, put that in a " k n o w n " pile. If the child doesn't know it or hesitates more than a few seconds, put that card in another pile. When there are 7 to 15 cards in the unknown or not-sure-piles, stop. The parent then uses these cards to tutor the child. If there are too many unknowns, the child and the parent may become discouraged.



STEP 2: Basic Tutoring Instructions Now that the daily tutoring materials have been selected, it is time to set up a schedule for tutoring. Figure 1 shows an overview of home tutoring procedures. Encourage the parent to select a regular time and place to work with the child—10 to 15 minutes is long enough. Selecting a comfortable, well-lit place to work, 582
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1. Select material to be used (book, flash cards, etc.). 2. Sit in a quiet place. 3. Tell child what response you want. ("Let's read this story, start h e r e / ' "Read this problem and give the answer.") 4. Praise correct responses. 5. For errors or pauses, tell the answer and ask child to say the answer. Then re-ask the question, or the problem. For oral reading, have child go to beginning of the sentence and re-read. 6. Praise correct responses. 7. Fill in a graph or chart. 8. End on a pleasant note. Figure 1. H o m e t u t o r i n g p r o c e d u r e s .



away from interruptions, is important. Have the parent explain what is happening to other family members. Someone else will need to answer the phone. Often other children will see the attention the tutored child is receiving and will try to interrupt. The parent may want to put aside some special time with other family members to help them understand the importance of the work time, but the parent must make it clear to others in the family that this is a special work time and no interruptions are allowed. The tutoring session should be a pleasant work time for parent and child. It could start out with a little conversation, then get down to work. The tutoring materials should be kept together so that valuable time isn't wasted trying to locate them. Now the parent has the materials, is organized, comfortable, and ready to begin. Have the parent ask the child to respond to the card. For example, show a math fact card and say, "Read this problem and tell the answer." Or, "Let's begin reading on this page. Read now." Or, in spelling, "Spell listen. I like to listen to rock and roll music. Listen. Say the word, then spell it." After the request for a response has been made, the parent should wait without giving hints or repeating. Just wait. If the child didn't understand the instructions, then the parent can give a few examples to demonstrate what is wanted. Also important is the type of response requested. This should depend on the type of response required at school. For example, MAY 1989/PARENT TUTORING
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if spelling words for the weekly test are being tutored, and the test will be a written one, then the parent should require the child to make a written response. If the child needs practice in oral reading, the response will be oral.



STEP 3: Error Correction Procedures A very important part of tutoring children is knowing what to do when they do a good job, and what to do when they make a mistake. Praising children when they practice correctly and when they learn new skills is an important aspect of education and one in which some parents need guidance and practice. A "good j o b " will work wonders for a child who hasn't had much success. The parent should try to make a habit of praising the child often during the tutoring session. Some simple guidelines for praising include the following points. Praise the behavior quickly and sincerely. "You got it right, neat!" or "Neat writing" are praise examples parents use during home tutoring. Sometimes just a word—"good," "super," or "yes"—is adequate. It is not necessary to use a lot of words, and too many words will interrupt the continuity of the activity. Another caution in praising: Be careful not to describe or judge the child. For example, "Good boy," or "You're a smart k i d , " are judging and are about the child, not the behavior. Parents need to be aware of this distinction and stick to describing behavior; it is more believable for the child. What about mistakes? The child will make some errors, and there is an excellent error correction procedure that has proven successful in many studies. This same procedure can be used with any of the academic practice areas already mentioned. When an error is made, the parent should stop the child immediately and say "This word is . . ." or "The answer is . . . ." Then ask for the response again: "Read the problem again," or "Read the word, then read the sentence." If the response is correct, praise the child. If the error persists, repeat the correction procedure. Remember to praise the child when he or she gets the response correct, even if it takes a while. If the child makes many errors or is not concentrating, the parent needs to (a) remain supportive and positive, (b) slow down, (c) be sure the child understands what is required, and (d) give 584



ACADEMIC THERAPY/24:5



lots of praise. The parent should not nag, lecture, or scold. When the parent is talking, the child is not practicing. The parent needs to keep in mind that the academic area being practiced is probably a difficult one for the child; he or she may start out feeling discouraged even before the session begins. If this seems to be a real problem and makes tutoring a negative experience, either start with something the child already knows or do not tutor in that area. Parents need to remember that they are not "teaching/' but rather are providing a supportive opportunity to practice.



STEP 4: Record Keeping and Success Charting After 10 or 15 minutes, it is time for the tutoring session to stop, even if the session is going well and everyone is having a good time. Parents should keep tutoring periods short. They might opt to do something else with their child, but tutoring should stop. Now is the time for parent and child to spend a couple of minutes talking and charting. Keeping a chart of progress is helpful for both parent and child (see Figure 2). A chart in oral reading might be number of pages read or number of minutes read. Some parents keep a chart of percentage of cards answered correctly or number of words spelled correctly. This helps both child and parent see progress. Some children can keep their own charts or graphs. This gives them a visual report of their work and is motivating for many. Other children like to color the charts or pictures. This gives them a goal to work for—coloring the whole picture, for example, or coloring the line graph to the top of the chart.



Conclusion Not only does practicing academic skills with parent tutors have a positive effect on children's attitudes about school, but also, some teachers have reported increased interest in school work from the trained parents. One teacher said, "The child's mother shows much interest in his school work and behavior. She calls quite often to inquire about his work. I appreciate her interest." One mother reported that she "learned more than a tutoring procedure." She learned that she could do something about her child's MAY 1989/PARENT TUTORING
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HOME TUTORING CHART
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Figure 2. Home tutoring chart. 586
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academic learning and that w o r k i n g w i t h her c h i l d — w h o had a history of failing—did not have to be a negative experience. The children learn that their parents t h i n k school is important and see that their parents are w i l l i n g to take t i m e to w o r k on academics. Children often feel better about themselves as a result of success at h o m e and the parents' positive recognition of that success: " I learned w i t h o u t a lot of w o r k . " " M y m o m learned more about h o w good I can read that she d i d n ' t k n o w before." Teachers, by teaching parents h o m e tutoring techniques, not o n l y help the c h i l d attain academic potential but also help the parent and c h i l d to develop a positive attitude about school— and about each other. This is a success story w e l l w o r t h repeating to all interested parents.
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-Teaching Tips
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Beam Me Up, Scotty Two listeners sit back-to-back pretending they are transporter engineers on two separate starships. Their goal is to safely "transport" an object from one starship to another. The teacher gives a drawing to the "Sender," who directs the "Receiver" in making the same picture. The directions can only be given once, and the receiver cannot ask questions. When the Sender is finished "transporting" the picture by verbal directions, the Receiver turns around to compare the picture with the original (via the Starship viewing screen, of course!). The complexity of the drawing will depend on the listening abilities of the Senders and Receivers. Valerie J. Bristor Florida Atlantic University Fort Lauderdale, Florida
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