Helping Kids Get Ready to Learn

When it comes to children’s school success, most parents think about homework done, planners signed, and good study habits. While these are all very important, there are other less-obvious things that can also help to promote school success. As the school nurse, I see children every day who need a little help being in a “ready to learn” state. 

Imagine yourself heading out to work in the morning, expected to perform your best. Think about those times you have a great day, and those times you have a terrible day. Most of the time, it is not just a matter of luck, it is a matter of  covering the basics and setting yourself up to succeed or fail by the choices you make day to day. It is the same with children. While everyone is focused on how well schools are doing in educating kids, remember that tired, hungry, sick, itchy, stressed out kids will have less chance of success, no matter how excellent their teachers and school. 

In our busy lives as parents, it is easy to get caught up in the speed of life and miss those 

health-related decisions that can make or break a child’s day, week and school year. Based on school health research and my own experience, here are five things parents can do to help their children do well in middle school. 

Be sure your child has breakfast. Hunger is not just in the belly. The brain needs quality fuel for those neurons to work at their best.
Promote a good night’s sleep. A regular bedtime, reducing stimulating activities in the evening, such as TV and video games, and comforting evening rituals such as a glass of milk, quiet talking time with parents or light reading in bed all help in falling asleep and staying asleep. Young children and teens need 9-11  hours a night in order not to be so tired the next day that they zone out or even fall asleep in class.
Pack a healthy snack. Most active growing kids need refueling between breakfast and lunch time. Junk food doesn’t help them to do this; instead it promotes an insulin rush and a mid-afternoon blood sugar low which translates into lethargy and fatigue, with learning low on the list.
Be sure your teen is eating lunch. Parents would be surprised to learn how many children go all day with no food. They rush out without breakfast (“I didn’t have time”) and then skip lunch saying they are not hungry. The human body does not function this way. Talk with them about why skipping meals promotes being tired, headaches, constipation and mental fog that make learning and retaining information impossible.

De-stress your mornings in every way you can. Organize things the night before from clothing to 
homework to school supplies. Pack snacks and lunches ahead, or set out lunch money. Leaving the house by the seat of your pants with everyone frazzled and upset is a terrible way to start the day and we at school will often see those kids in tears, still upset when their parents may have already forgotten about the issue because we are much better at putting things in perspective than our kids are.
Find that healthy balance between allowing a mildly ill or uncomfortable child to stay home, possibly with a doctor’s visit, or sending them to school saying they must make it through the school day. Yes, the school cares very much about attendance, but children who are running a fever, covered in a rash, dealing with an excessively running nose, or suffering from untreated allergies are usually too miserable to learn, and end up missing class anyway.
The most excellent teachers and schools can only reach and teach those children who show up at school ready to learn. Parents and schools are partners in educating children. The five ideas above are ways we can teach them to set themselves up for success by starting each day at their best. 

