Supporting Academic Challenge at Home

The biggest contribution a parent can make to their child’s education is to be interested in and appreciate what they are doing, know what they are interested in, and support them in what they do.  This does not mean you have to be an expert in any of the school subjects! Nor does it mean being ‘on their case’ all the time. 

[bookmark: _Int_hA8uJpfN]So, where does the balance lie in supporting your child’s independent learning, and how can parents extend academic challenge at home? 
· Developing young people’s language
· Extending their knowledge of the world
· Encouraging discussion
· Developing a range of skills and a balanced perspective
· Praising and valuing effort and persistence, not just achievement
· Complement what is done at school, rather than replicating it
· Supporting social and emotional needs

Applying learning
All students need repeated learning, but to stretch and challenge young people at home parents can support by helping students to apply their learning in a different context or extend their learning: going sideways rather than upwards.  This will mean students do not spend time replicating and consolidating knowledge that is already secure, and instead challenge them to think more deeply and embed their learning.










Understanding Academic Challenge 
Developing language:
· Read with your children, even if they are already good readers.
· Puzzles, crosswords, logic games, word games, card games, board games all help to develop thinking skills and social interaction. Try learning a new language together
· Extending knowledge of the world and encouraging discussion, e.g. Discuss the news, introduce an interesting and new fact or topic of the week. 
· Give children a broad range of experiences e.g. visiting exhibitions, listening to music, eating different food
· Developing a range of skills and a balanced perspective: Do not always focus on your child’s obvious skills – encourage them to sample new activities
· Praise and value effort and persistence, not just achievement
· It is important to complement what is done at school, not simply replicate it
Social and emotional needs:
· All children, including the more able, need to develop self-esteem and confidence to be given praise and encouragement. Children need to know that parents are proud of who they are and not just what they achieve. Their ability should not become the centre of the relationship between parent and child
· More able children can sometimes be self-absorbed, and may need to be encouraged by parents to appreciate and listen to the views pf others and learn to interact with others
· Listening to your child: Responding is one thing, but listening is vitally important if parents and children are to learn from one another – that means children listening as well as parents!
· [bookmark: _Int_UggWy8yd]Older children/adolescents needs: This age group needs a balance of challenge (and chivvying!), support, trust, space and freedom to develop their own individuality and direction.
Challenges: 
· They may be subject to negative views of academic success or ‘not cool to be bright’ syndrome
· Apathy and teenage moods!


[bookmark: _Int_AH1qWOAz]What do students want US to know?

When asked what advice they would give to parents on how to be supportive of their revision and schoolwork, students stated:
· Trust our judgement and let us make our own decisions
· Do not try to push us in the ‘right’ direction
· Do not put too much pressure on us
· Recognise our need for our own space
· Be available to listen and talk
· Do not compare us with our siblings or friends, and treats us as an individual
· Be supportive and encourages us
· Allow us free time to do our own thing
· Take an interest in our work and hobbies
· Try to help when needed
· Try to keep us motivated
· Recognise and value our abilities
· You cannot predict our future!











Critical Thinking Skills: the key to Academic Challenge 

Critical thinking refers to the ability to objectively analyse information and make a reasoned judgement. The key skills listed below enable students to become more effective and reflective learners, and foster key characteristics of their learning:
· Analysing - Able to examine a question by using reason and applying knowledge.
· Evaluating - Able to reflect on personal performance and quality, using different methods to review previous work as a means of self-improvement.
· Creating - Able to imagine unique approaches and to realise successful intentions that contain value
· Problem-Solving - Able to process or act in finding a solution to a problem
· Independent Enquiry - To have the ability to develop and engage with a sense of intellectual curiosity to actively extend their learning. To use metacognition strategies to monitor and reflect on their own learning.


There are simple and practical ways parents can support students in developing their critical thinking skills beyond the classroom, such as: asking them challenging questions, encouraging them to be more analytical and ask their own questions, ask them to teach you a key learning point, encourage them to use dictionaries and thesauruses to enrich their language, challenge them to produce revision/responses in ways other than writing, and many more.

In conclusion, adopting a methodical approach to academic aspirations involves setting clear goals, breaking them down into manageable tasks, confronting challenges with a problem-solving mindset, exploring diverse disciplines, learning from setbacks, fostering a positive environment, nurturing confidence, staying inquisitive, and exhibiting tenacity.

Some high-challenge ideas and activities for home (from KS3 to KS4):

English
· Think of some questions that you could use in an interview with a family member. What would you like to ask them? Write down their answers or (with their permission) record them using a mobile device.
· Write a letter to a friend or family member. What would you like to tell them about?
· Read your favourite book aloud to someone at home
· Write a postcard to your favourite author.
· Make up a story with other people. Each person is only allowed to say one sentence before moving on to the next person.
· Create a menu for today’s meal.
· Choose a toy, a household object or something in your food cupboard and make an advert to encourage people to buy it!
· Write a set of instructions to teach people how to play a simple game.
· Write a news report about something that has happened to you recently.
· [bookmark: _Int_OsnnuVYa]Write a book review of the book you are reading. What is it about? Who would you recommend it to?
· Make some “top ten” lists. What are your top ten book characters, or books made into films, for example?
· Make a stop motion animation that tells a story. For example, you can use Stop Motion Studio on the App Store, but others are available to download too.
· Create a comic strip that shows what you did yesterday, or what you would love to do tomorrow.
· Read the dictionary (or another book in your home) and make a note of some words that you have not seen before. What do they mean?
· Write a letter to your teacher. What would you like to tell them?
· Choose characters from different books and imagine that they came together in a new story. Imagine what they might do together.
· Think of an alternative ending to one of your favourite books.










Maths
· Go on a pattern hunt. Can you find any patterns on your floor / walls or on objects around your home?
· Choose some objects in your house and measure them with a ruler or tape measure. Can you order them according to their size? Can you calculate their mass?
· Choose a Maths problem that you are not sure about and learn it off by heart. Practise, practise, practise!
· Design a board game that uses a number track. You can make it as simple or as complex as you like!
· [bookmark: _Int_fL4dxb5M]Play ‘noughts and crosses’. Try adding more spaces to the board. How does that change the game?
· Play Chess – can you plan your game, anticipate the oppositions moves, or predict the game’s outcome?
· Look at the TV guide and make up some problems using the information on it, e.g. What program is on channel 3 at 9.30 am? If The Traitors starts at 10.05 am and ends at 10.12 am, how long does it last for?
· Start a number pattern (e.g. doubling, adding five) and continue it as long as possible. How far can you go?
· Make a Maths quiz to test a member of your family. Do not forget to work out the answers so that you can check their work!



Science
· Investigate which objects float in a bowl or sink filled with water. Check with an adult before you test the objects in the water!
· Design an imaginary creature. Where does it live? What does it eat? How is it adapted to living in its environment? Could you make a food chain that includes your creature?
· Use yoghurt pots and string to make a telephone.
· Write a set of instructions to show people how to look after a plant.
· Place ice cubes in bowls in various places (for example by a window, in the fridge, in a cupboard). Which one will melt the fastest?
· Set up a simple Science experiment. Science Bob has some great suggestions.
· Write some secret messages using invisible ink (you only need lemon juice for this activity).
· Choose your favourite animal and find out more about them using books or information online. Can you present the information in diverse ways (e.g. a poster, a written report or a video)?




Geography
· Make a poster to instruct people about different things that they can do to protect the environment.
· Draw a map showing a route from your home to a favourite place.
· Draw a picture to show the weather outside. Repeat this activity each day to show how the weather changes.
· Draw a bird’s eye view of a building you know well. Make sure you include all the doors and windows!
· Have a look at some of the items of food in your cupboard or clothes in your wardrobe. Check the labels and find out which countries they have come from. Which has travelled the furthest to get to you?
· Make a map of your bedroom, showing where everything is.
· Make a simple rain gauge by cutting the top off a plastic bottle and marking the side in centimetres. Stand it outside and record how much rain it collects.
· Hide a small toy in a secret place and create a ‘treasure map’ to help somebody else find it.
· Travel around the world by going on a virtual field trip. https://adventuresinfamilyhood.com/20-virtual-field-trips-to-take-with-your-kids.html  has some great links to explore!


History
· [bookmark: _Int_YTgTvHqH]Create a timeline showing the main events in your life, from the day you were born to today.
· Choose a famous person from the past and write a diary from their point of view.
· Find some fascinating facts about your favourite period from history and create a website about it
· Think of some questions that you could ask a member of your family about their own life. What memories do they have? What are the key events in their life?
· Identify the causes of a conflict or event, then rank those causes in order of importance. Finally, can you draw links between any of the causes?








Art
· Look in the mirror and draw a self-portrait.
· Create a portrait of a different person or a pet. You can use a picture of them if they will not sit still for long enough.
· Draw or paint a landscape picture (showing the view out of your window).
· Produce a ‘still life’ picture that shows a bowl of fruit, a collection of your favourite toys or some other objects.
· Think about your favourite book and design a new cover for it.
· Design a superhero. What special powers will they have and how might they help people?
· Use objects from nature to create a picture. Could you take a photo of your work?
· Play ‘Pictionary’. Draw a picture that represents your favourite book or movie (without using any words) and ask somebody else to guess what you are drawing.
· Draw a new illustration for a book. Will you keep it in the same style, or try something else?
· Make a doodle drawing. Doodle a random shape onto a page, then turn it into an animal or object.
· Make your own card game. This could be a simple game of ‘Snap’, ‘Matching Pairs’ or a ‘Top Trumps’ style game.

DT
· Use construction materials to make a model of a famous building (e.g. the Eiffel Tower, the Colosseum or an Egyptian pyramid.).
· Use folded paper or card to make a bridge that spans a gap. How much weight will it be able to hold?
· Use junk materials to build a car that could transport a small toy from one place to another.
· Make some shadow puppets and use them to tell a story.
· Use craft items or construction toys to make a vehicle that can travel along the floor or down a slope. Challenge a friend to a race!
· Design a home for your favourite movie or book character.
· Invent a machine that would improve your life in some way.

Music
· Practise singing some of your favourite songs.
· Learn the lyrics to your favourite song. Could you perform it to your family when you have learned them all?
· Use household objects to make some musical instruments. Could you make a song using them?
· Listen to a piece of classical music and draw whatever it makes you think of. What do you imagine while you listen to it?
· Choose one of your favourite books and make up a simple melody that could be used as part of an animated version of the book.

PE
· Create a simple exercise routine for younger children. Write, draw or perform the sequences of movements.
· Make a training circuit around the house or garden. At each station, complete a different exercise for 30 seconds, for example; bunny hops, star jumps, lunges, stepping on and off a step. Then move on to the next.
· Practise jumping from a standing start in a hallway or in the garden. Put something down to mark where you land. Can you jump past it next time?


General
· Try learning a language. There are lots of free apps, YouTube videos and online resources (e.g. French-Games.net)
· Help to make a meal. 
· Create a quiz about your favourite topic and test other people’s knowledge of it!
· Record a video that teaches people how to learn a new skill
· Play the yes/no game with someone else, based on your revision topic. Take it in turns to ask each other questions. The person being asked is out if they answer “yes” or “no”. How creative can you make your answers?












Supporting and encouraging good study skills:
[bookmark: _Int_rmaJqZvT]School, especially studying for their GCSEs, can lead students to feel really stressed and overwhelmed. Here are some things you can do to help take some of the sting out of the stressing, whilst still supporting effective revision:
Getting homework done on time:
Keep up to date with Class Charts and follow your child’s homework timetable on there. Check that your child has the correct resources, understands what to do (help them with this if they are not sure), and help them to plan when they will complete the work. Remember: the aim of independent work and homework is to enhance their learning and extend their thinking, so if they are unsure of what to do encourage them to be proactive in seeking help from their teachers.
Create the right environment:
[bookmark: _Int_jQE2efZy][bookmark: _Int_FxPKp3YP]Creating a study space is a really positive thing to do – away from all distractions, if possible. This can be very difficult within the business of family life, but a small, quiet area where they can take ownership of their learning will have a positive impact. Make sure they have resources available – paper, revision books, pends etc. (school can help with these!)
Preparing for tests
It is important to keep tests and exams in perspective – they are supposed to be formative and help students and teachers to identify areas of strengths and weaknesses in preparation for the summer exams. Nonetheless they are often still a huge source of stress for young people (and parents!), so here are some tips to help as much as possible:
· Help your child to create an overview of what they need to revise (knowledge of each exam board will help here, so check with their teachers which exam boards are followed)
· Set start and finish times for revision sessions, and have a clear goal for each session
· Encourage your child to ask teachers for practice questions and past papers
· Get them to practise making plans and answering questions under timed conditions
· During breaks, have your child do something completely different – e.g. listening to music, having a biscuit and a brew etc.
· Ensure they make their revision active. Do not allow them to just read notes, and make sure they ‘apply’ what they have learned. In other words, get them to do something with their knowledge
· [bookmark: _Int_769NSXDE]Develop a positive relationship with your child’s teachers – we absolutely want your child to do as well as you do!  This way, if you have any questions or concerns about your child’s progress, attitude or effort, contact can be made quickly and easily (please do get in touch with us 😀)
· [bookmark: _Int_XbJTqBMJ][bookmark: _Int_Y2vKQdiO]Finally (and possibly most importantly when it comes to parental support), try not to stress too much about GCSE transition or exams. School have been working hard to prepare students for this throughout Key Stage 3 and their secondary school journey, and we are here to help!



Beyond classrooms and bedrooms: Family ‘away days’ that can support academic challenge:
· Visit an art gallery 
· Spend time in nature along a river or coastal zone
· Visit museums e.g. Musuem of Science and Industry, The Imperial War Museum North
· Visit heritage sites such as castles, battlefields and cathedrals to bring life to topics studied in school
· If travelling further afield in the UK or abroad, do some research (or get the kids to do it!) and plan to incorporate an activity that is academic. For example, if visiting Edinburgh, go to the National Museum of Scotland to see Alexander Fleming’s Nobel Prize for Medicine.




 







Any questions?
Please use this space to note down any questions or queries you have about academic challenge at home, or anything you feel parents would like further support with.
Thank-you :D
