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Pleasant Street School News 
Arctic Edition 2014 

January & February News 
Athol/ Royalston Regional School District, 1060 Pleasant St., Athol, MA 01331 

(978) 249-2405                                       Principal, Dianne M. Ellis     

Happy New Year! 
So much happens each day and each week it is a real challenge to sit down and capture the moments to share with our 
families in a newsletter.    To say that this has been a busy year is an understatement! As with the beginning of any new 
year I like to take stock of what has been accomplished over the years past and what goals I would like to set for the 
coming year.  Here is a snapshot of some of my goals for 2014.   

New  Year’s Resolution from Principal Ellis 
¾ Take care of myself- eat well (less sweet treats!), exercise regularly, and get a little more sleep.  There is an old 

adage  out  there…it is hard to take care of others, if you can’t  take  care  of  yourself! 
¾ Balance responsibilities of work and family life-Pleasant Street School is a very big and important part of my life 

as  is  my  personal  family.      Thank  goodness  I  don’t  have  any  big  time  consuming  hobbies.    Taking  time  each  day  to  
appreciate that which is important in our lives is definitely a resolution for this year.  Life is precious and to live 
life each day appreciating that fact seems important. 

¾ Building our greater school community of learners- I want each one of our students to meet with success at 
school and to watch their progression into confident, capable learners- able to take risks, ask questions, express 
ideas, and think deeply.    This is certainly a goal that involves families and teachers and a shared sense of 
commitment that values and promotes learning each day.  I believe every child deserves a bright and successful 
future and that education, personal responsibility, and hard work are the keys to creating that future. 

Positive Vote for New Elementary School!  
 We are thrilled that the voters of Athol came together in overwhelming numbers to support funding a new 
elementary school for the town.  Hooray! Hooray!  On behalf of the children of this community and future 
generations………thank  you!!  This  is  a  wise  investment and is part of a nice revitalization underway in the greater North 
Quabbin area.   

In remembrance of Chet Hall 
 Our greater community was deeply saddened by the unexpected loss of Athol/ Royalston School Committee member 
Chet Hall who passed away on January 18th.  Mr. Hall, a Royalston resident, was devoted to his family, wife Sheila, sons 
Chet, Jr., Dylan, and Garrett, and his daughter Amanda.  Mr. Hall had served on the school committee for many years and 
was a strong advocate for education.  Chet Hall was an avid outdoorsman, heavily involved in youth sports organizations, 
and in town governance. He was a good friend to many and will be deeply missed.  Donations  may  be  made  in  Chet’s  
name to: the Athol-Royalston High School Athletic Association, c/o David King, 2363 Main Street, Athol, MA 01331.   
  

Art Calendars! 
We are selling 2014 Pleasant Street Art calendars featuring some of the most amazing 
artists (many of your children!) for only $12. Please call, stop by the office, or send in 
a check payable to Pleasant Street School PTO (with art calendar in the memo).  This 
is  not  a  fundraiser  but  more  of  a  promotional  calendar  celebrating  children’s  art.  At 
this point, we hope to break even on production costs after we give away a set 
number of calendars to children who had artwork featured in the calendar.  Everyone 
could use a calendar and this is a great way for you to show your support for the 
arts at Pleasant Street School. 
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School Spirit Days! 
Student Council at Pleasant Street School will be conducting five school spirit days this year! The first spirit day will be 
“twin  day”,  when  students  pair  up  another  to  dress  as  twins.  “Twin  Day”  will  be  on  Friday,  February  14,  2014. We are 
asking students to make a voluntary donation of $1.00 or less on the spirit days to support fund raising for the Student 
Council.  We want all students to participate regardless of making a donation. Please join us on February 14 and dress up 
as twins!!  

The 100th day of School is on Tuesday, Feb. 11, 2014.  While specific classes 
may have celebrations and instructional activities planned for this day we are also inviting 
students and families to submit a 100th day project that you make at home for our school 
wide exhibit.   This is a wonderful opportunity to sit down and work with your child on a 
project that represents the 100th day of school.  In the past, we have had projects made 
out of Legos, beads, seeds, letters, paperclips, and much more!   
The projects can be brought in on Monday Feb. 10 and must be picked up or 

taken home on or by Friday, Feb. 14th.  Any projects left over the vacation week will be disposed of as we 
prepare for a major clean out during the winter vacation week.  
 
Boxtops for Education- As we pass the half year point we ask families to keep up their 
Boxtops for Education efforts.  The more people we can involve- neighbors, relatives, friends, 
members of local service organizations, book clubs, etc. the more we can take advantage of this no 
cost benefit program that benefits our school.  Our ambitious, yet attainable goal for this year is 
$2,200!  Special  thanks  to  Mrs.  Julie  Hall  who  continues  to  serve  as  our  school’s  Boxtops  coordinator.     
 

Habits of Mind & School Attendance Issues   We want to thank families for promoting good habits of mind 
with your children and for working to insure that school absences are minimal.  Teaching your children to be responsible 
for their belongings, for working with you to pack a lunch and/or backpack and for completing school work and 
homework will go a long way to having him or her to develop the habits of mind to be successful at school and in life!  
Well rested and ready to learn!-Children have busy, busy, days at school and need to be well rested. The average child 
needs at least 10 hours of sleep each day. Having a settling down night time routine- such as bath time and a story is an 
excellent way for getting ready for bed and for promoting good resting habits.  
School attendance- we also want to inform you that the school has become increasingly responsible for monitoring 
attendance and working with families to address factors that are preventing a child from having consistent school 
attendance.  School attendance laws state that children cannot miss more than 7 days in a six month period.  If your 
child has missed more than 10 days of school (due to illness or other factors) you should expect to receive a letter from 
the principal asking to schedule an attendance meeting.  At this meeting, the school will need to document absences 
with any medical notes you may have and to devise an agreement on how we can work together to improve consistency 
of daily attendance and minimize the educational impact of school absences. 
 

Healthy Children Need Healthy Limits on TV, Music, and Videogames 
Please  consider  this  a  friendly  reminder  to  limit  your  children’s  exposure  to  unhealthy  or  mature  media.   It is widely 
known that children can be adversely affected by this exposure.  We are hearing children at school talking about violent 
video games and making references to television programs that are not suited for young children.  We have had to deal 

with  recess  issues  and  conflicts  involving  children  playing  games  based  on  “Walking  Dead”  and  
“Grand  Theft  Auto.”   
 
I strongly encourage families to use rating systems for 
determining the appropriateness of media content.  The 
Entertainment Software Rating Board- ESRB and the 
established Motion Picture Association of America- MPAA-are 
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both excellent resources for evaluating material.   If you have older children or teens in your household they need to 
have limits set with them as well particularly if they are exposing younger children to teen or mature rated material or 
explicit song lyrics. Monitoring the use of the Internet and setting limits on TV, computer, social media, and video games 
will go a long way to keeping your children healthy and safe especially as they grow into adolescence and adulthood. 
 
Thank you for your support in setting limits with your children ~ Mrs. Ellis, Principal 

 
MCAS is coming! Our third and fourth grade students will be participating in the Massachusetts Comprehensive 
Assessment System tests in English language arts starting in March.  The date for the fourth grade long 
composition is March 18th.  Please avoid having your child miss school on this day, if at all possible, as the state is very 
specific on all students across Massachusetts being tested in grades 4, 7, and 10 on this assigned day.  For more 
information about MCAS and to see sample questions please visit the Department of Elementary and Secondary 
Education website at http://www.doe.mass.edu/mcas/ 

Meet Challenges and Achieve Success- MCAS Training Challenge 
January 25- March 14, 2014    A home based writing challenge program for all fourth grade students to work with a 
parent, family member or coach to complete three separate essays in response to a selection of Grade 4 MCAS writing 
prompts.  Students are encouraged to take the  MCAS training challenge, are given training tips and guidelines, and are 
further  challenged  to  make  note  of  the  ways  they  “reward  themselves”  through  positive  activities  for  working  so  hard!      
All program participants are treated to an ice cream sundae party for completing the challenge and are also entered into 
a drawing to receive one of four $25 Wal-Mart gift cards.  MCAS Training Challenge materials-rough drafts, home 
rewards logs, and final copies are due to homeroom teacher on or before March 8th. We suggest you use a folder to 
keep your MCAS training materials together. 
The writing challenge involves working through three essay writing training sessions where the student: 

¾ Writes a Rough Draft- student participate in the writing process to brainstorm, use notes and/or webs to 
organize ideas, and write a rough draft that includes an opening paragraph, three paragraphs with supporting 
details and a closing paragraph.   Attention is given to writing neatly and using capital letters, ending 
punctuation.  Goal is to work for at least 45- 60 minutes or more to write each draft copy. 

¾ Reviews- Did I Answer the Writing Prompt Question? - If you do not answer the writing prompt question clearly 
your essay will not be score able. Be sure to use examples and personalize your writing so it has your “voice”  and  
perspective. 

¾ Completes a Final Essay-With the encouragement of the training coach- each student completes a final copy of 
three separate essays choosing from the five writing prompts that are provided.  Rewrite rough drafts, make 
edits, and produce a final clean copy of your three essays.  Time yourself as you can expect to spend 45-60 
minutes.  

Please note your 4th grader should already have his or her MCAS writing challenge packet! 

 
Speaking of Assessments   Our teachers have been very busy over the last month completing our second 
round of DIBELS testing which measures oral reading fluency as well as our district benchmark tests in mathematics 
and English language arts.  Performance data from these assessments allows teachers to target instruction and address 
student learning needs.  These assessments combined with  evaluating  students’  performance  on  standards-based 
report cards, provide a good opportunity to see where children stand at the mid-year point.  Your  child’s  teacher  may  
recommend a child study team if  we  see  gaps  in  your  child’s  content  knowledge  or  a  slower  rate  of progress than what is 
expected on grade level curriculum standards.  

More  Assessments…..!  PARCC  field  testing  is  coming  to  Pleasant  Street School 
Our third grade students will be participating in a field testing of the new Partnership for Assessment of Readiness in 
College and Career- PARCC- on-line assessments at the end of March and beginning of April 2014. This is a new 
assessment system that will give us valuable information on the alignment of our curriculum and instruction with the 
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common core state standards.  This assessment will come to replace MCAS as schools across Massachusetts and the 
United States adopt assessment programs to measure their efficacy in teaching common core standards.  
 

Need to Know More about the Common Core? Forty-five states which include Massachusetts; the 
District of Columbia, four territories, and the Department of Defense Education Activity have adopted the Common Core 
State Standards. The Common Core focuses on,  “setting high standards that are consistent across states and provide 
teachers, parents, and students with a set of clear expectations that are aligned to the expectations in college and 
careers. The standards promote equity by ensuring all students, no matter where they live, are well prepared with the 
skills and knowledge necessary to collaborate and compete with their peers in the United States and abroad. Unlike 
previous state standards, which were unique to every state in the country, the Common Core State Standards enable 
collaboration between states on a range of tools and policies, including:  

x the development of textbooks, digital media, and other teaching materials aligned to the standards; 
x and the development and implementation of common comprehensive assessment systems to measure student 

performance annually that will replace existing state testing systems; and 
x changes needed to help support educators and schools in teaching to the new standards.”    * 

At Pleasant Street School we have copies of the Parents’  Guide  to  the  Common  Core Resource materials in mathematics 
and English language arts for Kindergarten through Grade 4. 

*excerpted from:  http://www.corestandards.org/ 

Teaching and Learning Updates 
Teachers and administrators have been very busy this year on professional practice and professional development 
initiatives!  Education is one profession that requires continuous learning as part of meeting the diverse needs of 
learners and the increasingly demanding professional standards for practice and licensure.  While it would be difficult to 
describe the full scope of activities here I have included a brief snapshot to give families perspective on the many ways 
your teachers invest of themselves in their professions in order to provide the best educational practices for your 
children. 

¾ Literacy Leadership Committee-- is involved in developing and implementing a multi-year literacy 
action plan for all district elementary schools with common assessments and evidence based intervention/ 
enrichment programs. This group is working with district administration on a multi-year plan to support full 
application of a Readers/ Writers Workshop model for literacy instruction complete with model units for 
instruction in alignment with the Common Core State Standards.  You  may  expect  your  child’s  teacher to be 
sending home suggestions and ideas for strengthening your reading time at home or more information about a 
Readers Workshop skill being learned in class. 

¾ Readers Workshop-Teachers have all but completed individual student assessments and have begun 
officially  launching  the  Readers  Workshop  model.    Put  simply,  Readers’  Workshop  is  an  instruction  model  that  
focuses on the strengths and needs of each individual reader.  It is evidence based and has been proven 
effective in increasing student achievement in reading and higher order thinking. Teachers model reading 
behaviors and provide direct instruction on reading strategically.  

¾ Instructional Leadership Committee in Mathematics 
Mathematics instruction has come a long way from teaching computational skills! This committee- which 
includes four teachers from Pleasant Street School- is looking at our core curriculum and instructional materials 
and how we can strengthen the conceptual framework from which children drawn upon for problem solving.   
This work will result in further alignment of our math curriculum with the common core state standards at each 
grade level (horizontal alignment) as well as the progression of skills students need to master at each grade level  
(vertical alignment).  We will have sequential units of study across the district with common assessment s at all 
district schools. 
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¾ Teacher Mentoring Program-We have multiple teachers participating in a rigorous program of studies 
to become mentor teachers for colleagues who are in their first three years of teaching. Beyond strong content 
knowledge, college degrees, passing scores on multiple teacher tests and multiple endorsements to achieve 
licensing – new teachers need to know an unimaginable number of skills, tricks, and tips to not only survive but 
thrive in the profession.   Our district mentoring program is geared toward new teachers across the district, and 
in our own building, to be able to drawn upon the strength and wisdom of experienced teachers.   

 
Classroom News 

Preschool News 
As always preschool sends out weekly newsletters to keep our families informed.  

 

Kindergarten News 
Hello!  Over our break we learned that the kindergarten program in Athol became accredited by the NAEYC!  This is such 
exciting news!  What a busy month it has been in kindergarten.  We got right back into the swing of things from our 
winter break.  Some have battled the stomach bug and a little cold but for the most part we are all remaining healthy 
and happy as we continue to learn and grow!  Please make sure your child has the proper winter clothes to wear for 
outside recess.   
 
During this month we will be doing the kindergarten benchmark assessments and doing the second of three DIBELS 
assessments which is an indicator of reading fluency. 
 
We are learning all about the season of winter...even without the snow!  We are developing our winter vocabulary and 
investigating what this winter looks like.  We are asking how is it different than the season of fall and how is it the same?  
 
During January we have been working on the letters A, T, and H.  We are working very hard at blending the sounds of 
letters to form real and nonsense words.  We are listening for the sounds in words at the beginning, the middle, and end.  
Our reading of sight words is becoming even more important as we are putting our skills together and moving forward as 
we read decodable books!  Please continue to read with your child every night!   
We have been working with comparing numbers and combining them.   
 
We are making simple addition sentences and proving our answers after we solve them. Next month is a short month.  
We are on track to celebrate our 100th day of school on February 10th.  Of course this will change if we have any more 
snow days.   The classrooms will have special activities on this day to recognize the number 100!  During that week we 
will also take time during this day to recognize the great friendships we have developed in our rooms.  More information 
will be coming home soon regarding Valentine's Day. 
Don't forget that report cards go home at the beginning of February (sometime around the 7th).  When you receive the 
report card please keep in mind that the number you will see is an indication of where your child is currently as we work 
toward meeting the standards for the end of the school year.  The envelope that your child's report card comes home in 
should be signed and returned to your child's classroom teacher so we know you have seen the report. 
 
Our classroom wish list still continues to be tissues, hand soap, and anti-bacterial wipes.  Thank you for your continued 
support with us in your child's education!  ~Mrs. Goldthwaite and Mrs. Webb 

First Grade News 

Welcome back from our 2 week vacation.  We are still struggling with sickness in our classes.  Please be sure that your 
child is well rested with a breakfast in their stomach before they come to school.  It will be a busy month as we will be 
doing some testing this month.  We will be once again doing the DIBELS test with telling the sounds in a nonsense word-
rax /rrr aa xx, phoneme segmentation-tell me the sounds in the word clap-k ll aa p-4 sounds, and also in the winter 
DIBELS test they will be reading passages out loud for as many words as they can read in a minute.  We will also be doing 
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our winter benchmark tests which will consist of both math skills and English language arts.  We will be learning about 
hibernation, Martin Luther King Jr., and penguins.  Once again we request that you have your child's initials somewhere 
on their boots, snow pants, and jackets.   Don't forget to read every night with your child! 

Mrs. Cetto and Mrs. Richardson  

  

Second Grade News 

The students have finished the unit on Kindness in their Open Court Reading books. We ended the unit with the story of 
how a small town in Alaska helped save whales that were trapped in the ice.  We will start a new unit that focuses on 
animal habitat and camouflage.  In writing, we have been working with using supporting sentences and transition words 
to further increase our writing skills when writing on a specific topic. In the upcoming weeks, we will be working on 
rhyme and poem writing, including acrostic poems, free-verse poems, and pattern poems.  Look for a family project to 
come home about Snowmen that will be due at the end of the month. 

In Math, we have been continuing to work a lot with number sense. We have also been applying our knowledge of 
number sense to become proficient in adding and subtracting with regrouping. As we continue our work with addition 
and subtraction with regrouping, we will also be starting to work on telling time and working with coins and money. 

We hope that everyone enjoyed their winter break and that everyone is rested well. ~ Mrs. Arpide & Ms. Gesner 

Third Grade News 
See notices from classroom teachers! 

 

Fourth Grade News 
The  holidays  are  now  over  and  it’s  back  to  work.  This  month  we  will  be  starting  the  Scientist  of the Week. I will pick four 
students a week. I will send home a list with the dates so you and your child can plan accordingly. 

In math we will continue working on division. We will also be learning two-digit by two-digit multiplication. Please 
continue to practice basic facts with your child; it makes everything easier when they know their facts. We will also be 
talking about fractions in more depth. 

We will finish up our novels that we started in December, and choose books that we can read with a partner. 

We are still working hard on writing. We are great at getting ideas down, now we need to do more work on revising and 
editing.  I will allow students to bring their writing folders home and they can share their stories with you and you may 
help them revise and edit. The more feedback and practice they get the better. We are asking that all fourth graders 
participate in our Meet Challenges and Achieve Success- MCAS writing challenge.  Writing, much like reading and 
learning math facts, takes dedicated practice!   Please offer your support and interest to your child on this writing 
challenge.   Thank you!  ~   Mrs. Robinson, grade 4 

 
Robyn Robertson 
Grade 4 
January News 
 
ELA-Students are  reading  the  nonfiction  article  “Mummy  Mystery.”  In  this  informational  text  students  have  read  about  
the scientist, Chris Naunton and his quest to solve the puzzle of King Tut's death. Students identified and underlined 
solid facts and evidence to support Naunton's theory that King Tut, the 9 year old boy king was killed in a chariot 
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accident.  Based on the information, students were then asked to hypothesize as to whether or not this theory could be 
further investigated. Students have learned what the job of an archaeologist is and the purpose of a sarcophagus. 
 
ELA- To break up the winter doldrums, students are reading the novel Because of Winn Dixie well known author Kate 
DiCamillo. This genre is realistic fiction and takes place in Naomi, Florida. As students read they are identifying figurative 
speech in the text, such as metaphors and hyperboles. Students have completed several nonfiction passages as a home 
based assignment and have maintained a collection in their Literacy Notebooks. 
 
The 4th Grade ELA MCAS is around the corner and as we have been writing since September, the writing prompts 
become more specific. Currently students are to imagine they are digging in their yard or neighborhood and find an old 
trunk, they open the trunk and find something very different than what expected. Write a story about finding the trunk, 
what is inside and what happens. 
 
Thank you for all the special Christmas gifts and for all you do...!   Happy New Year!   ~Mrs. Robertson 

  
Art News 

All Pleasant Street School art classes, grades K-4, will be making posters for Athol-Royalston  Regional  School  District’s  
Health Fair on February 11, 2014.  The theme for the posters in grades K-2 is healthy choices regarding food.  The poster 
theme for grades 3 and 4 is making healthy choices regarding healthy lifestyles.  The students are doing a great job on 
their posters.  Come and see the posters at the Health Fair on February 11, 2014 at ARMS.  

Health Office 
Happy new year to all students and families! With the New Year comes colder temperatures and it is very important for 
students to have winter jackets, hats, and mittens or gloves to stay warm during recess.  The cold weather is also a 
trigger for students with asthma. If you have a child with asthma, but no rescue medication at school, please consider 
filling out paperwork and having medication on hand in my office.   
         This month I will be working on adding information to our new website! If you have not had the chance to view it, 
take a few minutes to check it out at arrsd.org. The link to the nurse has forms and information for parents and 
students. It is my hope to add new material and links to sites that will be helpful for all.  My passion is nutrition, so look 
for links to sites about good food choices and whole food information in the coming months.  
          In February the district nurses will be hosting a wellness fair at ARMS. More information will follow in the coming 
weeks.   As always, any questions or comments are always welcome! Please call or email!  
Sincerely,  

Nicole Lajoie, RN, BSN 

 

 

Upcoming Events and Dates: 
¾ Feb. 17-21- winter recess- no school- have a wonderful and safe vacation week with your children! 
¾ March 4- PTO meeting, 6-7 pm, Pleasant Street café, childcare provided, all are welcome 
¾ March 6- Family games night- sponsored by the PTO- more information to follow! 
¾ March 12- half day - district professional development, noon dismissal, lunch will be served 
¾ March 17- Saint  Patrick’s  Day   
¾ March 18- MCAS long composition for all students in grade 4 
¾ March 18- March 31- MCAS- English language arts testing window 
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Many ingredients go into good 
writing. And as with cooking, a 
small change can make a big dif-
ference in the end result. Your 
youngster can turn in writing 
assignments that are clearer 
and more interesting with 
winning ingredients like these.

Active verbs
Sentences with active 

verbs usually provide more 
information than those with 
passive verbs. Instead of “I 
was taught to tie my shoes,” 
your child could write, “My 
mom taught me to tie my shoes.” 
Encourage her to look for passive verbs 
in her work. If she finds one, she can 
reword the sentence to give her reader 
more details.

Varied sentences
Do many sentences in your young-

ster’s story begin with The or I? Suggest 
that she start each sentence with a differ-
ent word. She could try, “Despite the 
rain, the band marched across the field” 
instead of “The band marched across the 
field even though it was raining.” Idea: 
Have her circle the first word of each sen-
tence to spot repetition easily. Or if she’s 

 ■ The Maze of Bones 
Dan and Amy receive an 

unusual inheritance from 
their grandmother: 39 clues scattered 
around the world. If the 
siblings find all the clues, 
they’ll learn a secret that 
will make them the 
most powerful people 
on the earth. The first 
book in Rick Riordan’s The 
39 Clues series. (Also available in 
Spanish.) 

 ■ Who Was Steve Jobs? 
Pam Pollack and Meg Belviso’s bio-
graphy describes the life of Apple co-
founder Steve Jobs. Your youngster will 
learn about Jobs’s childhood, products 
he sold and invented, and companies 
he worked with. Includes a time line 
of important events in Jobs’s life.

 ■ Capture the Flag 
Thieves have stolen 
the flag that inspired 
“The Star-Spangled 
Banner”! That’s the 
news that Anna, 

José, and Henry hear on TV while 
they’re snowed in at an airport. Sure 
that the thieves are also in the airport, 
the children launch a search for the 
missing flag. A fast-paced mystery by 
Kate Messner.

 ■ Encyclopedia of Animals 
This illustrated reference book by DK 
Publishing will delight animal lovers. 
From aardvarks to zebras, it provides 
information on hundreds 
of animals. Your young-
ster can learn how 
animals are classi-
fied and read facts 
about their habitats, 
diets, bodies, and 
behavior.

A recipe for writing  

Set new reading goals 

working on a computer, she can use the 
“find” feature to locate overused words. 

Smooth transitions
When one paragraph flows smoothly 

into another, it makes your child’s whole 
story or report work better. One strategy 
is to start paragraphs with transition 
words like first, next, or finally. Or she 
might include an introductory phrase 
(“In the meantime,” “On the other side 
of town”). In a report, she could begin 
a paragraph by referring to the previous 
one: “Not only do birds’ feathers help 
them fly, but their bones are important 
for flight, too.”

Inspire your child to read more this year by making 
a list of reading goals. Here are some he might try:

 ● Read books that have been made into movies.
 ● Finish every book in a series.
 ● Pick a classic novel to read each month. Note: He can 

ask the school librarian for recommendations or find a list of classics on a library 
or bookstore website.

 ● Explore different settings and cultures by reading a book set on each continent.
 ● Stretch! Try reading a more difficult book than usual.

3OHDVDQW�6W��6FKRRO
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Be a better speller 

Use surrounding words. Have him 
read the whole sentence or para-
graph for clues to the word’s 
meaning. If he sees “The stu-
dents convened in the auditorium 
to hear the principal speak,” he 
can think about what word could 
replace convened. (“Gathered 
makes sense there — convened 
must mean gathered.”) 

Come back to it. Can your child 
understand the rest of the page or paragraph without figuring 
out an unfamiliar word? Encourage him to jot down the word 
(along with the page number) and keep going. It might appear 
later in the chapter, and he may realize what it means in that 
sentence. If not, he can look it up in the glossary or diction-
ary. Once he knows the meaning, he should re-read the origi-
nal passage.

Success with 
tough words 

When your child encoun-
ters a new word while reading, 
how can he figure out what it 
means? These strategies will 
make it easier for him to read 
unfamiliar words.

Say it. Sometimes your youngster won’t recognize a word 
in print, but he’ll know it if he says it aloud. Suggest that he 
sound out a tough word — that might jog his memory about 
how he has heard it used before. 

My son Elliott has 
been struggling with 

spelling. I shared spelling rules I used at 
his age, like “i before e, except after c,” 
but he said he’d learned that many 
words don’t follow those rules. So I 
asked his teacher for better ways to 
help him at home. 

The teacher suggested 
that Elliott keep a list of 
words he frequently 
misspells and post it 
over his desk. For exam-
ple, she pointed out 
that he tends to put 
–able at the end of 

Graphics are 
everywhere 

Your youngster’s text-
books include a lot more than just words 
and pictures. These ideas can help her 
become comfortable with charts, graphs, 
and diagrams she’ll encounter.

 ● Information snapshot. Encourage your 
child to collect graphics. Examples: a 
football playoff chart in the newspaper, 
an electric bill graph showing your fami-
ly’s energy use, a doctor’s office brochure 
with a heart diagram. Then, she can post 
them on a bulletin board. She’ll see that 
graphics are used for a variety of pur-
poses in real life.

 ● Kitchen-table 
quiz. While 
you and your 
youngster eat 
breakfast or a 
snack, keep the cereal 
box or pretzel bag on the 
table. Take turns asking each other 
questions that can be answered by read-
ing the nutrition facts box. (“How many 
calories would you have if you ate the 
entire box?” “How many pretzels are in 
1 gram?”) This can help your child ana-
lyze charts and graphs in textbooks and 
on tests.

Talking about school 
 It’s hard to get my daughter to tell 

me about what she’s reading and writing in 
school. How can I find out what she’s learning?

 Looking over your daughter’s homework 
can give you a good idea of what she’s doing 
at school. You might also offer to quiz her on 
a textbook chapter she is studying or listen to 
her read a story, poem, or report she wrote. 

Also, consider going to the library for a copy of a book your daughter is reading 

for English class. When you’ve finished reading it, the two of you can discuss it. 

Finally, instead of asking what she did in school, seek her opinion of it. What 

does she like or dislike about the book she’s reading? Does she prefer writing fic-

tion or nonfiction? Inviting her to share her thoughts gives you a glimpse of what 

she’s learning and can lead to more enthusiastic conversations about school.

words that should have –ible. So Elliott 
made a list that included collectible, edible, 
flexible, and visible. 

She also said that while rules can be 
useful, looking for exceptions 
might be a fun way to help 
Elliott remember difficult 
spellings. Now, I say a rule 
and encourage him to 
search for words that don’t 
follow it. So far, Elliott has 
found e before i in a “neigh-
borhood meeting” notice 
on our street and on a 
“weigh produce here” sign 
in the grocery store.

Parent
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Would your child like 
to be a real author? 
Strengthen his writing 
by helping him create 
homemade books with 
ideas like these. 

Hide-and-seek book
For this clever 

hidden-picture book, 
have your child color 
a different background 
(a playground, a class-
room) on each page. 
Then, he can draw objects to blend in 
with the scene (a hockey stick on mon-
key bars, a pencil in the teacher’s hair). 
At the bottom of each page, help him list 
the hidden items. Let him make a cover, 
hole-punch the pages, and tie them 
together with yarn.

Seasonal storybook
Suggest that your child create a win-

try story with white chalk on dark con-
struction paper. He can sketch snowy 
scenes and write one sentence beneath 
each picture. (“I woke up, and it was 
snowing!”) Staple the pages together. 

Be an author 
 ■ Extra Yarn 

When Annabelle 
finds an apparently 
bottomless box of 
yarn, she starts knit-
ting…and knitting. 
She knits sweaters for people, ani-
mals, and even houses in this story 
by Mac Barnett. Soon, her black-and-
white world is filled with color. Will 
she ever run out of yarn?

 ■ Good Night Captain Mama 
At bedtime, a mother uses the patches 
on her military uniform to explain her 

job to her 
little boy. 
Marco 
learns that 

his mommy 
flies airplanes and helps to protect the 
country. Written in both English and 
Spanish by Graciela Tiscareño-Sato, 
an Air Force veteran and a mom. 
Based on a true story. 

 ■ Reusing and Recycling
Help your child learn about everyday 
things he can do to take care of the 
earth. Author Charlotte Guillain 
includes suggestions like using card-
board tubes and boxes for craft proj-
ects or turning a glass jar into a pencil 
holder instead of throwing it out. 

 ■ Cowgirl Kate and Cocoa
This is a story about a cute little cow-
girl and her talking horse. Together, 
they count cows, enjoy treats of 
apples and carrots, and even have a 
sleepover in the barn. The first book 
in a series by Erica 
Silverman. 

Personalize it! 

Tip: If he’s not writing yet, ask him to 
dictate the sentences to you.

How-to book
What is your youngster an expert on? 

Perhaps he’s good at jigsaw puzzles or a 
whiz at basketball. Give him a long strip of 
poster board to fold like an accordion—
forward and backward. Help him write 
directions (one step per panel) for putting 
together a puzzle or shooting a basketball. 
For example, in the first panel, he might 
write, “Turn all the pieces right side up.” 
Finally, he can illustrate each step.♥

Read-aloud favorites

When your youngster makes a book, she 
can add to the fun—and learning—with 
one of these finishing touches.

 ● Summary. On the back cover, help her write a 
few sentences about the story. Tell her that an interest-
ing summary will make people want to read her book! 

 ● About the author. Have your youngster write a page with facts about herself to 
put in her book. Example: “Lily lives in Virginia with her mom, dad, and brother. 
She likes to write stories about animals.”

 ● Endpapers. Some books have decorative “wallpaper” inside the front and back 
cover. Your child could glue wrapping paper inside her cover, or she might use 
paint or crayons to create her own design.♥
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Learning to read—together! 

about how the characters 
solved the problem (they 
used bread crumbs to find 
their way home). Ask her 
what else they could have 
done. Perhaps she’ll imag-
ine Hansel and Gretel 
using GPS to get out of 
the forest.

Link to real life. When your 
youngster faces her own 
problems, suggest that she 

think about books she has 
read. Maybe she’s having a disagreement with a classmate or 
a sibling. She might try one of the “recipes” for getting along 
in Enemy Pie (Derek Munson). This will help her to reflect on 
books and see them as useful as well as entertaining.♥

Use books to 
problem-solve 

Your youngster may have learned in 
school that most storybooks include 
a conflict, or problem. You can use 
books to boost her problem-solving 
skills along with her reading com-
prehension. Try these ideas.

Discuss problems and solutions. 
Read a book to your child, and tell her to listen 
carefully for the problem. For example, the children in 
Hansel and Gretel get lost in the woods. After you read, talk 

I am a parent who 
struggles as a reader. 

Because of this, I was worried that I 
wouldn’t be able to help my daughter, 
Rosa, as she learns to read. So I asked 
her teacher for advice.

One of the teacher’s sug-
gestions was to take my 
daughter to the library 
and check out children’s 
audio books. Then, Rosa 
and I can follow along 
together in the book while 
we listen to the CD.

Wordplay 
Use these activities to 

build your child’s phone-
mic awareness—his ability to hear sounds 
in words: 

 ● Choose a 
three-letter 
word, such as 
cap. Have your 
youngster substitute 
different beginning 
sounds from the alpha-
bet (lap, map, nap, rap, 
sap, tap, zap). How many can he think of 
that are actual words? 

 ● Pick a long word, and tell him to 
clap once as he says each syllable. For 
mozzarella, he would clap four times: 
moz-za-rel-la.

 ● Ask your child to say a word without 
the first sound. Example: “Can you say 
sit without the s?” (Answer: It.)

 ● Think of a word, and give your young-
ster a “sound” clue to figure it out. For 
instance, “I’m thinking of a word for some-
thing that you chew. The word has an uh 
sound in the middle.” (Answer: Gum.)♥

Participate in class
 My son’s teacher said he doesn’t 

take part in class discussions. What 
can I do at home to help him with this?

 Try talking with your son ahead 
of time about what he might say. For 
instance, his class may have morning 
meetings or circle time where the kids 
share personal experiences. On Sunday 
evening, you could review the weekend by asking questions like “Where did we 

go?” and “Who did we see?” 
Also, help him feel comfortable during discussions about learning. Have him 

tell you what he liked best about a story or what he learned during a school 

assembly.
If your son feels hesitant about talking in front of others, give him practice. He 

might make phone calls or order his own food in a restaurant, for instance.♥

The teacher also mentioned that the 
library offers a free adult literacy class 
once a week. I signed up, and when I 
told my daughter about my class, she 

asked if we could do 
reading “home-

work” together! 
We are both 

learning a lot—
and I think it’s 
good for her to 
see that learning 
can take place at 

any age.♥
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Here’s a riddle for your young-
ster: What has more stories 
than the tallest skyscraper? 
Answer: The library!

Take advantage of all 
those stories—and other 
reading materials—by 
using the library often. 
Try these tips.

 ● Create a routine. Go 
to the library every other 
Thursday afternoon or every 
third Saturday, for instance. 
Your child will look forward to 
Library Day,  and she’ll get used to 
returning books on time.

 ● Tour the library. Together, figure out 
how the library is organized. Find chil-
dren’s fiction and nonfiction (picture 
books, biographies), music CDs, audio 
books, movies, and magazines. Suggest 
that your youngster pick a few items to 
enjoy while you’re there or to take home.

 ● Put her in charge. Getting a library 
card will make your child proud. She can 
also learn to check out her own books—
she’ll get a kick out of scanning the code 
or stamping the return date. Note: Have 
her take a bag to put her books in. 

Let’s go to the library! 
 ■ The Pout-Pout Fish 

A little fish looks sad, so his fellow sea 
creatures try to cheer him up. Then, a 
newcomer takes a different approach—
can she turn his pout upside down? 
Your child will be repeating the refrain 
(“I’m a pout-pout fish”) long after the 
story ends. The first in a series by Deb-
orah Diesen.

 ■ What Do Wheels Do All Day?
Wheelchairs, strollers, 
tow trucks, merry-go-
rounds…wheels are 
everywhere. They take 
us places, help us do 
work, and even keep us entertained. 
April Jones Prince’s rhyming nonfic-
tion book lets your youngster explore 
the many purposes that wheels have. 
(Also available in Spanish.)

 ■ The Name Jar
Embarrassed by her Korean 
name, Unhei asks her class-
mates to help her choose an 
American one. The children 
write suggestions on slips of 

paper and put them in a jar. In this 
story by Yangsook Choi, Unhei learns 
something important about herself 
and her fellow students when it’s 
time to pick a name. 

 ■ Vincent’s Colors 
This biography introduces young 
readers to Vincent van Gogh. Your 
child can see pictures of van Gogh’s 
most popular paintings, such as Sun-
flowers and The Starry Night, and read 
descriptions of them in the painter’s 
own words. From 
the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art.

Supporting little writers

 ● Learn to research. Encourage your 
youngster to read about her favorite top-
ics. She could ask the librarian how to 
search the computer for books on balleri-
nas or baby pandas, for example. Soon 
she’ll be able to do it herself.

 ● Attend special events. Go over the 
library’s calendar with your child, and 
circle events to attend. You might find 
story hours, puppet shows, author visits, 
a young readers’ book club, or even a 
session for reading to dogs!♥

Read-aloud favorites

As your child begins to write, you may wonder what 
you can do to help him. Consider this advice.

Read it. Ask him to “read” his writing to you—even if 
it looks like scribbles. Once children learn the alphabet, 
they often add letters or letter-like symbols to their draw-
ings. When your child starts doing this, he’s figuring out 
that letters carry a message. 

Spell it. Does your youngster ask you how to spell every word? Encourage him to 
sound out the words and write the letters he hears. He can also refer to spelling tests 
he brings home or lists of sight words (common words like said, are, and look).♥
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New learning standards 

Anything but the truth!
Give your youngster 

a chance to stretch the 
truth a little (or a lot) by 
telling tall tales—stories 
that use exaggeration. 
First, read one to your 
child (get a library book 
or look online). Then, he 
can pick something to 
exaggerate. He might 

describe a huge vegetable 
that grew in your garden 

(“Our carrot grew bigger than a house!”) or tell how fast he 
and his friends rode their scooters (“Max and I flew down the 
street faster than a rocket ship!”).♥

Storytelling fun
Telling stories together can build all 

kinds of skills in your youngster, from 
imagination and thinking to listening 
and speaking. Use these ideas for cre-
ative storytelling nights in your house.

Roll of the dice
Let your child cover 3–5 dice with 

small stickers (animals, sports, dino-
saurs). Then, have him roll all the dice at 
once. Take turns making up lines of a story 
using the stickers shown. For example, he might start, 
“The farm animals challenged the dinosaurs to a baseball 
game,” and you could add, “The horse struck out, and the pig 
came to bat.” 

I had been hear-
ing that children are 

reading more nonfiction in school, but I 
wasn’t sure why. Attending a school 
night on the new Common Core State 
Standards cleared things up for me. 

The presenter said the standards are 
designed to prepare kids for college and 
careers, where they’ll 
need to read for infor-
mation. By fourth 
grade, about half of 
what students read 
will be nonfiction. 
So she suggested 
that parents read 
some nonfiction at 

What’s 
my word?  

What’s on your forehead? Why, a 
vocabulary word! Play this game to 
boost your child’s vocabulary.

1. Help her make 
game cards by writ-
ing words from 
books or vocabu-
lary lists, one per 
index card.  

2. Shuffle the cards, 
and put them face-
down in a pile. 

3. On your turn, draw a card and hold 
it against your forehead so everyone can 
see the word but you. 

4. Ask the other players yes or no ques-
tions about the word until you figure it 
out. You might ask about its part of 
speech (“Is it a noun?”), its meaning (“Is 
it a type of job?”), or its length (“Does it 
have fewer than six letters?”).

5. Score 1 point for each question. When 
all of the cards have been used, the player 
with the fewest points wins.♥

Less screen time 
 My daughter loves TV and video 

games—she would rather spend time in front of a 
screen than with a book. What should I do?

 Experts recommend no more than 1–2 hours 
of screen time a day for youngsters. Tell your child 
how much time she can have, and help her decide 
in advance how to use it (say, a 30-minute TV 
show and 30 minutes with a video game). 

Then, try to incorporate reading into her screen 
time. For instance, turn on the TV closed-captioning so she gets reading practice. 
Even if she can’t read all the words, she’ll be excited to pick out some that she 
knows. Or look for videos based on picture books. Together, read the book, watch 
the video, and talk about how they’re the same and different.♥

bedtime and that we encourage our 
kids to read nonfiction for pleasure. She 
shared examples of picture books about 
frogs and construction vehicles that I’m 
sure our son, Sean, would like!

I also learned that Sean will be writing 
more in all subjects. At home, I can help 
by having him write for different reasons. 

For example, he could make 
a birthday wish list and 
explain why he wants 
each item. 

I was happy to have 
the standards explained— 
and to learn that there 
are ways we can help 
our son.♥
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Reading to gather infor-
mation from textbooks is a 
skill every student needs. 
Suggest that your child cre-
ate a study guide to use for 
his next test—in the pro-
cess, he’ll practice reading 
closely for key ideas and 
details. Here are formats he 
could try.

Color coding 
Let your youngster 

choose a different-color 
pen for each kind of fact. For 
instance, if he’s reading about the Civil 
War, he could use blue to write notes 
about people (Ulysses S. Grant, Robert 
E. Lee), red for dates (1861, 1865), and 
green for places (Fort Sumter, Appomat-
tox). Color-coding will help him remem-
ber the information as he studies. 

Details, details
For each section of a textbook chap-

ter, have your child draw a wheel (a cir-
cle with lines, or spokes, coming out 
from the center in all directions). In the 
hub, he can write the topic (queen bee). 
On each spoke, he could write a detail 

 ■ Noah Webster: 
Weaver of Words

Noah Webster is most 
famous for his dictionary, but in this 
biography by Pegi Shea, readers will 
discover other ways he shaped our 
language. He wrote books teaching 
children to read and spell, and he 
helped create the American version of 
English—changing British spellings 
like colour and traveller to color and 
traveler, for example. 

 ■ Out of the Dust
After a tragic 
accident kills 
her mother, 
14-year-old 
Billie Jo must decide if she should for-
give her father and stay in Oklahoma 
or leave and seek a better life. Karen 
Hesse’s novel in verse describes the 
Great Depression in the Oklahoma 
dust bowl. (Also available in Spanish.)

 ■ The United States Constitution: 
A Graphic Adaptation

Jonathan Hennessey uses 
a graphic-novel format to 
explain the Constitution. 
The book covers every-

thing from the Founding 
Fathers who wrote the document to 
the articles and amendments that 
guide our government more than 200 
years later.

 ■ Bobby vs. Girls (Accidentally) 
In this story by Lisa Yee, fourth-grader 
Robert Carver Ellis-Chan’s campaign for 
student council starts a “war” between 
the boys and the girls. To make things 
worse, if he wins, his best friend (and 
opponent), 
Holly, might 
never speak to 
him again.

Creative study guides  

My writing notebook 

about that topic (one per colony, lays up 
to 1,500 eggs per day). 

Q&A
Ask your youngster to pretend he’s an 

expert on a textbook chapter and that a 
news reporter has interviewed him. He 
can write the “interview transcript” and 
use it as a study guide. First, he should 
rewrite each chapter subhead as a ques-
tion. For instance, “The Importance of 
Protein” might become “Why is protein 
important?” The questions will give him 
a clear purpose for reading. Then as he 
reads, he can fill in the answers.

Encourage regular writing by giving your 
youngster a blank notebook to use whenever 
inspiration hits. Share suggestions like these 
to get her started:

 ● Write about an ongoing activity. For example, 
keep a log about a new hobby or give the highlights of your sports games.

 ● Describe something interesting, unusual, or beautiful that you see.
 ● Draw T-shirts or bumper stickers, and write slogans on them.
 ● Glue a photo to a blank page, and make up a story about it.
 ● Name something you love—a favorite food or a pet—and explain why you feel 

that way.
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Put facts into fi ction 

Research even shows 
that reading aloud 
increases youngsters’ 
test scores.

In addition to the 
educational benefits, 
many families find 
that reading aloud is 
a great bonding expe-
rience. Since your 

daughter complains 
about being too old, 

try updating your rou-
tine to include the whole family. You might all gather in the liv-
ing room after dinner for a bedtime story, for example. When 
everyone is involved, it will feel less like you’re reading just to 
her and more like family time.

Don’t stop 
reading aloud 

 My daughter says she’s too old for me to 
read to her anymore. Is reading aloud still 
important at this age?

 Absolutely! In fact, listening to adults 
read aloud is one of the best ways to help 
children of any age become better readers. 

Reading to your daughter can expose her to 
new words, and it lets her share the enjoyment 
of books with you. Try fiction and nonfiction, 
including books she picks out and some you select.

Story time also encourages discussions about books. If you 
make comments or wonder out loud as you read, she’s likely 
to do that, too, and her reading comprehension will improve. 

Recently, my son John 
was writing a story about 

dog sledding. He wanted to add details 
to make it more realistic, so we went to 
the library to find books about dogs.

 When John mentioned his writing 
assignment to the 
librarian, she made a 
good point. She said 
authors often talk to 
experts to get back-
ground information. 
She showed John the 
acknowledgments page 
in a novel where the 

Make reading fun(ny) 
Psst! Want your youngster to spend 

more time reading? Tickle her funny 
bone! Consider these three hints. 

1. Keep joke 
books and vol-
umes of silly 
poems on the 
coffee table, in 
the bathroom, 
and in the car 
for quick reading 
any time. 

2. Help your child find humorous sto-
ries by an author like Tom Angleberger 
or Jeff Kinney. Suggest that she look in 
the library or ask cousins and friends for 
other funny authors. 

3. Visit a comic book store together, or 
find a used-book store that sells comics. 
Also, when you read a funny comic strip 
or cartoon in the newspaper, cut it out 
to share with her, or email her ones that 
you find online.

Magazine word games 
For quick ways to improve your 

child’s vocabulary and spelling skills, 
look no further than your nearest stack of mag-
azines! Play these games.

First and last. Call out two letters. Players 
take a magazine and race to locate a word 
that begins with one of the letters and ends 
with the other. For E and M, your youngster might find emblem and marmalade. 

The longest word. Ask your child to choose a letter. Then, each player opens a maga-
zine to a random page and writes down the longest word he can find that starts with 
that letter. Read your words out loud. Let the winner pick a new letter, and play again.

Synonyms. One player says any word (tall), and everyone searches their magazines 
for synonyms, or words that mean the same thing. The first person to spot one (tow-
ering) chooses the next word to find synonyms for. Tip: Consult a thesaurus if you’re 
not sure whether a word is a synonym.

writer thanked a doctor and an anthro-
pologist for their help.

So John searched the Internet and 
found a local sled dog breeder. We visited 
the kennel, and John learned that sled 
dogs can eat 10,000 calories per day and 

that they wear special booties 
to protect their sensitive feet. 

These facts and others 
really gave John’s story an 
authentic feel. For his next 
story, about a blizzard, 
he plans to interview 
our neighbor who is a 
meteorologist.
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