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‘Education is not the filling of a pail, but the lighting of a fire’

Plutarch
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Introduction

If you are reading this book, it’s likely you are a parent interested in becoming more involved in your child or children’s education at home.* Understandably this can feel like a daunting prospect – after all, you already have one (incredibly important) relationship with your child, and being a teacher is an entirely separate full-time job which requires training and many years of experience to fully develop its skills. Furthermore, the first day of school is often celebrated as a milestone for your child; it’s the day on which they begin to step out into the world. Many parents may consider school to be the main place for a child to develop their social, emotional and academic skills, and the idea of trying to do school at home feels pretty much impossible. I want to reassure you that these feelings are perfectly natural and that you are not alone.

As I sit writing this in April 2020, around the world millions of parents are facing up to being suddenly thrust into the role of teacher as well as parent and, if social media is anything to go by, finding this challenging and undeniably a little stressful. If any of the below feels familiar:

‘I can’t get them to concentrate without bribes!’

‘We lasted ten minutes, and now she’s refusing to do anything.’

‘Frozen 2 counts as English and science, right?’

… then perhaps this book may be able to provide ideas and some support for you. I don’t want to promise that I can remove the stress entirely. As parents and teachers, we all agree that the best way to prepare our children for success as adults is to pass on a love of learning at a young age. We may worry that by trying to help our children, we are actually hindering the process of self-discovery (this is an important balance teachers try to find in the classroom each day, too). I am writing this book because I believe there are some key principles that will help parents as they support their child’s education at home, minimise avoidable conflict, keep learning fun and ultimately prevent parents from worrying about finding a healthy work–life balance for their family. You are most likely going to be teaching in among a great many other things, unable to give the amount of time and focus teachers can provide in a school environment. In this context, I believe it’s even more important to try and make the most of the time you are able to spend, and for everyone to feel as good as they can about the process.

My own background as a primary school teacher has equipped me with many different skills which inform this book. I trained and taught as part of the British education system before moving to Hong Kong to work internationally, and I have been constantly on the lookout for ways to improve my own knowledge and skill set. This book will allow me to share my passion for teaching and learning, in addition to offering my experience of supporting parents in a range of different learning contexts. I certainly don’t claim to be the world’s foremost expert on teaching, but I dedicate a great deal of my time to supporting people who have an interest in education and, through my work online, communicating with teachers as they start out on their journey. I therefore I’ve got a good grasp of what can flummox someone as they begin teaching.

This book is likely to be most useful to parents of primary school children. It may be even more useful for parents of younger primary children, who will probably be bringing work home for the first time, and who do not have home learning routines set up yet. While children are developing initial skills, such as letter formation and early number work, it can be especially difficult to establish a schedule that feels fair, achievable and manageable. What we want is to find a healthy balance between guided work and skills gained more independently, and to encourage and build a love for learning.

Throughout the book I want you to keep in mind these seven fundamental ideas:

1. Teaching can be very difficult – finding it hard doesn’t mean either you or your child is doing anything wrong. As a computer programmer would say, it’s a feature, not a bug.

2. Children’s brains are not just smaller adult brains – the way they approach learning, take in information and retain it, as well as how long they can concentrate on a task is very different. If you judge them by adult criteria, they will fail almost every time. If you are aware of this, then you can try to avoid doing so.

3. Children’s learning is almost never a neat forward progression – moments of plateau and a couple of steps backwards are a natural and essential part of learning. The struggle is real!

4. Every child is different – just because you, or your niece or nephew could do something by a certain age, or enjoy something in particular, doesn’t mean that your child should, too. Respect what makes your child unique.

5. Children are incredibly adaptable – they’re not going to permanently ‘fall behind’, and may even learn a whole new set of skills at home.

6. You may find the process stressful, but the fact that you care deeply means you’ll most likely find a way to make it work.

7. When everything clicks, teaching a new skill can be incredibly rewarding. Learning more about your child through an academic lens may help you get to know each other in a new and deeply fulfilling way.

While I have included some examples for practical exercises and project ideas, this book is far more about the underlying fundamentals of how we can approach learning. When I speak to parents, I often find that their frustration stems from not having anything to measure their child against. As adults, though we have all been through this stage of early development, for most of us it was such a long time ago we can barely remember the process. It is hard for us to comprehend what’s going on inside our child’s mind during this stage of their learning. Taking this into consideration, it is even more important that we teach our children with an open mind.

Teachers have a range of ways in which we gather information about the ability of a child, having guided many children through this stage of their learning. As a parent at home with your child, it’s likely that you’ll be comparing your child to the (probably fictional) versions of children you hear about on the grapevine, or those carefully curated versions you see online. There may be children that immediately sit quietly and are utterly focused on their workbooks for hours at a time, but I promise you the vast majority of them do not, or at least, it’s a long road to get there. Nothing demotivates as efficiently as setting unrealistic targets which are missed, and nothing encourages as much as breaking things into tiny steps and taking them alongside your child.

One of the things you may also have to get past is your own relationship with learning. If you didn’t particularly enjoy school, then you’re going to have to try not to let this impact how your child feels about it at home. Conversely, if you have positive associations with school, it can be frustrating if your child doesn’t seem to share that passion. You may be able to relate to the idea that a family member is not always the best person to learn a new skill from; there is a reason why we often respond more professionally and sensibly when a lesson is taught by someone with whom we have less of an emotional connection. That’s where I hope some of the techniques in this book – techniques for taking a moment, stepping back and communicating with one another – will be useful in developing positive relationships.

Since every child is different, I want to try and promote a practical approach that will help you understand your child’s learning style and unique set of needs. I am not going to tell you which workbook for which subject you should be teaching at half past ten on a Tuesday – in fact, as you’ll see, I think that integrating core subjects such as English, Mathematics and Science into project-based work will be far more stimulating for you and your child. Ideally, this book will help you develop a flexible learning environment driven by your child’s ideas. I hope it will be a book you can read when preparing for remote learning, before you approach the coming week, or however works best for you as a parent. I hope, too, that it will be a motivating resource that will inspire you to create fun and exciting learning opportunities alongside your child.



* Throughout the book I will use the terms ‘parent’ and ‘child’, though I know there are differently shaped families in which siblings, uncles, grandparents and many other sorts of carers play the role of parent. Likewise, there is a whole other book to be written on children that require extra support at school, as well as their specific and unique learning needs. Taking that into consideration, I hope that the broad principles of this book will be applicable to anyone looking to facilitate the learning of a child at home.
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