Teens & Tweens

IMPROVING GRADES

What parents can—and can't—do

BY / RONI COHEN-SANDLER

Parents who believe their teens and tweens aren't achieving up o
their polentigl—or, worse, appear unmotivated—are usually frustrated.
worred, and at a loss about how ta turn things around. Naturally,
we all want to see our kids being as successful as they possi
bly can. Yet it's important 1o remember developmental factors:
this age group 15 in B state of perpetual flux resulting from rap-
idly changing bodigs, hormonal surges, and sharply increased
social pressures—nol 10 mention the accompanying emaotional fallout.
As part of figunng out who they are, feens and tweens begin to gues
tron thedr redative status in school (“Am | seen as smart?”) and aca
demic goais {("Do | really want to put in the time to do well?"). Plus, at
any given Ume, aven the most scholary studen! may be distracted by
persongl, family, or fnendship difficulties, extracurricular demands, or il
ness. No wonder their performance fluctuates from day to day!

Thesa are challenging Umes for parents as well as for teens and

tweens. In fact. many mothers and fathers struggle with how to b

ul while also reapecting. kids” growing need for sutenomy—in other
wiords, baing appropriately, but nat overly, invohed. Understanding your
daughter's maturaticnal

gffecting her performance will halp vou to walk this admittedly fine ling.

Is and identifying what else could be

The first step may be 1o take a claser ook at vour assumptions about

eT SUCCess -'-l-'rL"-_igE grades tor axample, are not necessarly a sign

of underachievement. By definition, half of students earn aver:

marks. Mot every teen or tween s capable of excelling academically,
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even with th 1 1

Ing, and axtra help. 1t is

st parental intentions, tu

always heartbreaking, in fact, when students in middie school or high

school confide. “I'm not smart enough to get the grades my parenis

want.” or "l know I'll never be good enough.” Disappointing parents 5

far more demoralizing than disappointing themseh

If you are unckear about your daughter's true capabilities—or sus:

pect she may have 8 learning or attentlon proble t may be wise to

have her evaluated. A thorough psycho-educational or neuropsycho-

logical workup will clarfy her ngihs and weaknoessas, learming

ant any |
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style. & to her suce

MpE0ime
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paronts’ g s, elther by validating thelr nagging fealing that

ing isn't quite right” or by purting thelr minds at

Som aga. Abayve

all, test findings should provide clear and specific

mendalons

{e.g.. twtoring, further assessment, course seloction. study strategies.



trap

etc.) for how students can make the most of thair abilities,

Mot uncommonly, tweens flounder in middle school because thay
fack the practical orgenizational and study skills needed for 8 more
advanced curnculum: learning greatar amounts of material, grasping
and applying broader concepts, and juggling multiple assignments.,
That is why tweens who did well earlier suddenly begin to struggle in
sith or seventh grede. Like your daughter, they appear unmotivated
because their work 1S done poofly or sporadically (while their focus
shifts (o their social lives), and are often surprised when they get back
lachluster or dismal 1est grades. Even when you recognize this situs
ton, slepping in and trying to organize your daughter's studies isn't
gasy when your kindghearted offers to halp are summarily rebuffed.

So what can parents do? Fortunately, plenty, (And just as important,
there is much you can't do, which we'll get to shortly.) But first, con-
sider these strategies:

WHAT TO DO:

1. Express interest in learning. Inguire about your daughter's expen
ence and what she is leaming In school rather than merely keaping
trachk of her grades. Rather than asking, “What did vou get on your sci

Make sure your daughter knows t!
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WHAT NOT TO DOG:

1 . Think you have control. At the end of the day, you can't make vour
daughter become motivated. While incentives someatimes work, true
intedbectual curiosity and ambition have to coma from within, You also
can’t do school for her. She must learn 1o approsch teachers and advio
cate for hersell. Keeping track of her assignments and monitoring her
daily work may boost certain grades, but in the long run it won't enable
har 1o leamn 1o manage her thmea and study most effectively—shills she
needs for college and beyvond.

2 . Lecture, denigrate, or threaten, Teens and tweens rarely benefit from
{or [isten to) long parental leclures about the importance of dong well in
school, especially when they include poignant anecdotes about their moth
ers’ and fathers' past mistakes or successes. Similarly, “pep talks” that
hetpdully remind teens of how disastrous their futures will be if they don't
hit the books are more apt 1o spark resentment than responsibility. Instead,
stick to your daughter's present situation—gently, kindly, and positively,
L Comparna her to higher achiovers, Identifying more successful sibiings,
frignds, or neighbors—and suggesting that your daughter fashion herseff
after them—is also likely to backfire, Teans dan't think, *Good Kea! 'l try
to o maore like Morgan!™ Instead, they feel rejected; "My parents obwi-

ence 18517 try, "How did you find your science test?” Or ask, "What's
the most interesting thing you did/leamed today?”

2 . Keep conversations pleesant. To avoid teens and tweens feeling criti
cized or nagged—and therefore shutting down—talk about extracurnicular
intereSts, current events, and other topics besides school. But when you
oo address academics, walt untll she's had a chance to relax and aim for
8 supporive rather than accusatory tone.

3 . Enlist teens and tweens in decisions. Rather than dictating changes
you behieve might nelp her, ask for your daughter's input. Encourage her
to set specific. realistic, and doable goais, Then find out what she
believes she needs to do differently to attain them. That way, she'll be
more invested in the outcome. Guide her to ask her teachers for study
tips end suggestions. She will find that suscess breeds success.

4 . Selthe structure, Encourage good work habits by providing school sup
plies, a computer, and easy Aotess 1o needed résources. Lst your daugh
ter decide whether she does best with background music or quist. in seciu
Shon or working with a study buddy, Agree on reasonzhle house rules to limit
dstractions such as TV, phone, and instant messaging—and be willing to
renggotiste, &5 necessary, as shae matures. If sha is older than eleven, hire
a professional or peer tutor rather than ryirg o do it yoursel.

3 . Maintsin perspective. Make sure your daughter knows that you care
more sbout her welk-being than her grades. and that you value who she
IS5 more than what she does. Fesling shamed or hlamad for mistakes
anly maxes kids less inclined to make an effort. Also, keep in mind that
her brain will continue to mature through her sarly twenties. Tweens and
teens need support, encouragemant and, above all, the gift of time.
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ously would rather Morgan was thelr daughter.” Better to reinforce your
daughter's pride and esteam by recognizing aneas in which she shines

& . Find the perfect punistment, Taking away the hobbies and activi
ties your daughter most enjoys is nol the answer., Neither is eliminat-
ing her phone and computer privileges to isolate her from the outside
world. Punishment, in fact, is often ineffective. Like most tweens, your
daugnter 18 more likely to respond I you reward her for responsible
behavior and acknowledge whal she is doing right

5 . Overlook her non-academic accomplishments. When grades slip, par-
ents often panic and become intent on fixing “the probiem.” But consid
er the possibiity that at this jencture your deughter needs o focus on
mastanng swimming or violin or dance skills, or becoming more secure
in har friendships. She can't do everything all at once—aor do everything
well. Over thme, she will learn to balance her various commitments. Until
then, appreciate the dedication and discipling she demonstrates in non-
academic areas. Lastly, remember that what matiers most in the long run

15 maintaining a strong, rusting parent-leen relgbonship, Wt
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