Study Skills for Middle School and Beyond


SETTING UP FOR SUCCESS
While our teachers spend some class time teaching study skills, students do benefit from more one-on-one guidance. Parent involvement is key.  In middle school, there's an increase in homework, tests, and projects.  Students will need support as they go through this transition. 
The study skills and homework habits your child needs to do well now are the same ones he/she will need to succeed in high school and college.

Prepare a place to study.
The desk or table on which your child does his/her homework should be big enough so that your student can spread out papers and books. Make sure essential supplies such as pens and paper are close by. Students should work in a relatively quiet and comfortable location and should plan to work in the same location each day.
Students who study away from the family in their bedrooms or a separate office usually find themselves distracted, especially if there is a computer, television, or cell phone in the same room.  It will seem to take them hours to complete homework because they are encountering distractions that minimize their time on task.  Parents should not do a child’s work for them, but being in the same room engaged in their own quiet activity (reading, cooking, etc.) will help their child avoid distractions.
PLANNING A ROUTINE

Plan ahead the time of each day that will work best for homework and study time.  

A student’s schedule of activities after school may change day to day; nevertheless, it is beneficial to plan the hour or so each day your child will work on homework and studying.  Plan to set aside at least 1 hour per day.
Students should plan to spend part of this time working on assignments that are due the next day, part of this time planning projects and test preparation, and part of this time working on small chunks of long term assignments, projects, and studying.

Encourage your child to estimate how long each assignment will take.
Students can then plan a realistic schedule, building in study breaks after subjects that are most challenging. Helping your child keep track of time spent studying - rather than staring at a blank page - will help him/her think about how he/she is using his time. If he/she is spending too much time on a subject, that might be a signal that he/she needs extra help or tutoring.

Prepare to make adjustments until you find a routine you can stick to.

It is important to begin with a plan for a homework routine, but if the routine isn’t working for your child from the start, be prepared to make changes.  Different people are most effective at different times of day.  It is most important to find a routine that is effective and then to stick to it.  Routines help students manage stress and maintain healthy habits.
USING THE PLANNER
Make sure your child has - and uses - a planner to keep track of assignments.
Help your child get in the habit of writing down each daily assignment in each subject and checking it off when it's complete. 

OLG provides planners for all students.  Students who struggle with keeping track of materials, especially when switching classes in middle school, may benefit from keeping two planners, one at school and one at home.  The planner at home, used with the homework website, can be a back up for days your child leaves his/her planner at school.  Some students use home planners only for long term project planning and for breaking studying down into smaller chunks over a longer period of time. 
Students who fail to use the planner are the most likely to fail to complete homework assignments and prepare sufficiently for tests.  As the workload increases in middle school, especially the number and depth of long term projects and tests, it is essential that students learn both the skill and the value of using a planner effectively.  Students who are not naturally organized will require coaching and encouragement from parents, a tutor, or a study buddy. 

ALL middle school students need coaching and support in planning for long term projects, assignments, and tests.  As soon as one is assigned, students and parents should work together to break down the tasks into smaller chunks to be achieved daily.  Help your child break big projects into smaller ones.  A big research project will seem less overwhelming and will be less likely to be left until the last minute if it's done in manageable chunks, each with its own deadline.

It is important for students to develop the habit of updating his/her planner in each class.  Every homeroom has a homework board against which your child can check the accuracy of his/her planner at the end of each day, and teachers update the homework website daily.  However, these “safety nets” exist to support students, not to replace their own responsibility.  Students are expected to write down assignments given in each class each day without reliance on the homework board or website.

Students should have their planners with them as they pack up at their lockers or their cubbies.  Before students leave school, they should always check to be sure they have all the materials needed to complete the homework.  If a test or project is coming up, students should bring those materials home every night until it is completed. Students who forget materials may return to school to retrieve them.  Teachers will always be available until 3:30 p.m.
Students developing the habit of using a planner will need daily support.  Ask to see your child’s planner each day to be certain he/she is using it to write assignments down.  After homework is completed, ask to see your child’s planner again to be sure your child has checked off completed assignments.  Together, you can highlight or underline long term assignments, projects, or studying that will need to be broken down into more manageable daily tasks.  Add these smaller chunks as assignments each day leading up to the deadline or test date.

Students who have difficulty developing this habit may benefit from positive reinforcement for each day they succeed.  Students should never abandon or give up on the planner; encouraging this habit will help them far beyond middle school.
Homework Website

Check the school website at www.olgsch.org, and click on the OLG Community tab, where there are sixth, seventh, and eighth grade homework links.  Tests and projects will also be listed here.  “Bookmark” the page, or add it to your “Favorites.”
KEEPING TRACK OF PAPERS
Help your child develop a system to keep track of important papers.
OLG middle school students use their accordion files to keep track of papers.  When used effectively, it is the best way to keep track of papers for several different teachers and subjects while switching classes every 45 minutes.  In fact, many of our students continue to use them in high school and beyond.  
Students who struggle with organization should have a study buddy, tutor, parent, or sibling “clean out” the accordion file once a week with them.  
Here are the guidelines the OLG middle school teachers provide for setting up the accordion file:

Portfolio/Accordion File

Consider the Portfolio/Accordion File your "WORKS IN PROGRESS FOLDER" because it should only contain papers that are to be completed or to be collected.  (Library, Guidance, and Computer may have exceptions to this.)  
All other papers, including graded tests and papers, should be placed in your subject binder or folder.   If a teacher sends a graded paper home, this paper should stay at home, not in the accordion file.  Students may wish to have folders or files at home in which they keep completed, graded work.

Don't forget to LABEL each section! We recommend labeling sections with stickers or a permanent marker; students who use the cardboard inserts usually lose them (even when the edges are taped), therefore losing their ability to organize their papers.
Recommended Sections:

· Homeroom 

· Blank Paper         
· Math 

· Lit/LA 

· Social Studies 

· Science 

· Religion 

· Spanish 

· Computer 

· Guidance  

· Library 

· Other Specials (includes Art, Music, PE)

Suggestions for Portfolio/Accordion File:

· If your accordion file can accommodate your planner, keep this in the "Homeroom" section, along with any handouts you might receive from your homeroom teacher, such as permission slips.  

· If your accordion file contains only "works in progress," i.e. work to be completed or collected, then it should be easy to flip through each night to remind yourself of what needs to be done at home. At school the next day, you can also look in each subject's section when you arrive in that class so that you always have on hand what you need to turn in. 
· Develop a habit of placing completed assignments in the correct section of the accordion file.
· If you tend to use your accordion file for more than "works in progress," i.e. work to be completed or collected, then you should pick a day once a week that you will remove all papers that don't belong there. Don't be afraid to get help from someone who tends to be better organized than you are (mom, dad, grandparent, tutor, sibling, study buddy). 
COMPLETING HOMEWORK
Completing homework on time, following directions completely and correctly, is essential.  Homework assignments are given to reinforce what is being taught and practiced in the classroom.  
Students who come to class unprepared often fall behind or have difficulty understanding new concepts that build on this prior practice.  In addition, a portion of the final average in each subject area is calculated based on homework completion.
All Kinds of Minds provides an excellent Homework Tips page that should be downloaded, printed, and posted in the child’s workspace:  

http://allkindsofminds.org/documents/Homework.pdf
Monitor homework, but remember it's your child's homework, not yours. You can help by asking questions that help guide your child to his/her own solutions. Some examples:

· What information do you need to do this assignment?

· Where are you going to look for it?

· Where do you think you should begin?

· What do you need to do next?

· Can you describe how you're going to solve this problem?

· How did you solve this problem?

· What did you try that didn't work?

· Why does this answer seem right to you?

· Tell me more about this part.
On occasion, students will receive some class time to complete homework assignments.  However, students should still develop a habit of bringing this work home to review its accuracy and neatness.  Students trying to complete an assignment before the end of class may rush through it.

Parents and students should expect homework in some classes daily and should plan an average of one hour a day to work on this.  It is possible, on occasion, that students may not have any assignments due the very next day.  However, students will always have long term assignments, projects, and tests for which they can prepare.  

Some portion of homework time each night must be spent on breaking down long term assignments, projects, and studying into smaller chunks.  These chunks should then become daily assignments your child works to complete.  Leaving studying, projects, and long term assignments until the last minute will create unnecessary stress, diminish the learning experience, and result in long hours of work.
STUDYING FOR TESTS
The idea that your child needs to be an advanced learner to get all A’s and B’s is a myth.  Typically, the students who score the highest have worked the hardest.

Some students allow their study habits to be “derailed” by peers who “brag” that they don’t have to study to get A’s.  More often than not, these students are not being honest.  Students who are able to do this will find, at some point, that these ineffective habits catch up with them.

Here are some techniques we’ve compiled at OLG from All Kinds of Minds.  These are basic principles of studying that all children should use:
Studying guidelines for all children:

· Do not wait until the night before a test to study.  It is much more effective to break the studying down over several nights.  As soon as a test is announced, plan to study for at least 15 minutes a night leading up to the test.
· Use the 15-5 rule.  Spend 15 minutes focusing intently on the material you need to memorize, and then take a 5 minute break.  Return to studying.  Breaks should never include activities that could extend longer than 5 minutes and should never be any type of screen time, including TV, texting, computer, or video games. 
· Review the same information in a variety of ways.
· Be sure to review, repeat, and verbally rehearse all the information several times.  Practice recalling the information verbatim as well as recalling the gist of the information.

· Test yourself or work with a study buddy.  Use note cards, Cornell notes, or visual aids you’ve created to review, repeat, and verbally rehearse everything you need to remember.  Create practice tests or quizzes for yourself, or work in a pair with a partner, friend, or family member to make up games to play or simply test each other with the note cards or Cornell notes.
· Be an active learner.  Practice answering questions that will likely be on the test, including multiple choice, true/false, essay questions, and math problems.  Practice the concepts you will be expected, not only to memorize, but also to apply.  Highlight notes and use Post-its to mark key textbook passages.  Don’t forget to put information into a format that can easily be studied, such as Cornell notes or note cards.
DEVELOPING STUDY TECHNIQUES
Children may have difficulty discovering what study techniques work best for them, especially if they are not exposed to different types and encouraged to experiment.  It is essential that children try different techniques and that an adult follows up after each test to evaluate with the child what worked and didn’t work.  

Different methods to study and memorize information for different learning styles:

· Color-code information that needs to be memorized.  Identify possible categories or information that can be grouped together; do so by color-coding.  You can color-code notes, note cards, Cornell notes, or other visual aids.

· Create “visual aids” by drawing pictures or symbols to represent vocabulary, events/dates, or concepts.  Think, “Can I picture this in my mind?”  You can also create charts, graphs, or webs to organize information you need to memorize.  When you create your visual aid, ask yourself the question, “How can I use this to help me remember?”

· Think of associations.  Consider the definitions of new words or new concepts, and think, “What does this remind me of in my real life?”  After you think of an association for each word, ask yourself the question, “How can I use this to help me remember?”

· Make up a story, poem, or song.  Use your vocabulary words, events/dates, or concepts to make up a story, poem, or song.  You can make one or several to cover all the words in a unit.  Be sure that it is catchy so that it is easy for you to remember.

· Generate acronyms or acrostic elaborations to cue your memory.  Each letter of a word can stand for something (like COPS—Capitalization, Organization, Punctuation, Spelling) (acronym), or you can make up a sentence or phrase in which the first letter of each word reminds you of the first letter of each vocabulary word (like “My Dear Aunt Sally” reminds us of Multiplication/Division/Addition/Subtraction) (acrostic elaboration).

· Chunking.  Depending on the strategy you use, you will probably want to “chunk” the words or concepts into smaller groups of 4 or 5.  You could also “chunk” words, events, or concepts into categories, such as part of speech or similar associations, etc. 

Students who experiment with study techniques and find the ones that work best for them also find comfort, confidence, and success.  

BUILDING INDEPENDENCE
There is no particular age or grade in middle school at which students become independent.  This depends on your child’s learning style and development.  However, independence should always be the goal.  Working with your child must include setting achievable interim steps toward independence.
Start with daily assistance.

As your child begins middle school, or indicates trouble at some point in middle school, it is important to work closely with your child to develop and reinforce the homework habits and study skills described, including creating a study place, a study routine, updating the planner, keeping track of papers, and breaking down long term projects and tests into daily tasks.  Decide on a period of time during which you will monitor all aspects of your child’s progress, approximately 2-4 weeks.  Do not complete these tasks for your child, instead monitor that your child is completing each task.
Begin to build independence, one task at a time.

After this period, talk to your child about one task he/she can take over without being monitored.  Allow your child to take over this task independently for a week; check in with him/her at the end of the week to see how he/she did. 
Every 2-3 weeks, encourage your child to choose another task that he/she can take over without daily monitoring.  Be careful, however, to avoid adding a new task before the prior ones have become habit. Check in with your child periodically to see how things are going.

Anticipate challenges, even after habits are formed.

Students will go through times when sustaining these habits becomes more challenging, such as exam weeks or approaching holidays.  Work with your child to come up with a plan to approach these times, sustaining effective homework and study habits.  Reflect on what worked and what didn’t.
CREATING A SUPPORT TEAM 
FOR YOUR CHILD
As the primary educator of your child, you know your child best and can provide daily support and encouragement.  The one-on-one time you spend with your child is the most valuable.
Reflect on what works.

Engage your child in regular dialogue to discuss what is working and what isn’t working.  Some questions you can ask your child: 

· How do you know when you've studied enough?

· What study techniques work for you?

· How did you keep yourself focused?

· How much time did you plan to spend and how much did you actually spend?

· How would you do this differently next time?

Help your child de-stress.
Good study skills can help reduce anxiety, and so can relaxation exercises and regular physical activity. If your child seems unusually anxious about tests, talk to him about it. If the work seems too difficult for your child or the workload too great, contact the school.

Reinforce learning in real life.

Find teachable moments in your everyday routine and go over key concepts.  Test math skills at the grocery store.  Read books together and point out vocabulary words or parts of speech.  Attend concerts and plays.  Students need to see learning and problem solving as everyday activities.

Parents can also create a support team, a group of people your child can go to for help.

Communicate with your child's teachers.
Early in the school year, communicate with your child’s teachers about his/her strengths, struggles, interests, personality patterns, and specific learning challenges.  Set high, but realistic, expectations for your child and share these with his/her teachers.

Please feel free to schedule a conference with one or more of your child’s teachers at any time.  This is most effective at the first sign of trouble. Work together with the teachers to find out what might be causing the problems and brainstorm approaches to solve them before they become more complicated.
During the school year, there will be two sessions (one each semester) in which the entire middle school is open for conferences.  Please check the school calendar for these dates.  These conferences are offered first-come, first-served.  We encourage all parents to bring their child with his/her backpack (including binders and folders), accordion file/portfolio, and planner to the conference.  These conferences are student led.

Keep teachers’ contact information posted for easy access.  The first page of the “Middle School Survival Guide” includes at-a-glance contact information for every teacher your child will work with.  This can be downloaded from the homework website.
All Kinds of Minds provides an excellent Communication Tips page that should be downloaded, printed, and reviewed:  

http://allkindsofminds.org/documents/ Parent_Teacher.pdf
Invite other trusted friends, family members, and/or tutors to be part of your child’s support team.
Is there a family friend or college student in your neighborhood who can help with math, a relative who can tutor him/her in Spanish?  Extend an invitation to those who can help your child.  Assistance can be provided in regular meetings or even over-the-phone emergencies.  Family members or trusted friends could also attend enrichment opportunities with your child, such as museums, conferences, speakers, concerts, plays, etc.
Talk to your child about finding a "study buddy" or group. Study groups can be effective because students can fill in the gaps in each other's knowledge and test their understanding of the material by explaining it to others.


