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The purpose of this paper is to 
provide one set of perspectives 
through which parents may wish to 
examine the ways in which they can 
assist their child's education. The 
remarks may apply equally to 
natural and foster parents, although 
special consideration will be given to 
the latter group where necessary. 
The paper focuses particularly on 
academic and social survival skills 
for children at school and the ways 
parents can extend and support this 
skill development at home. 

1. SURVIVAL SKILLS 
Apart from the questionable con­

notation of disaster associated with 
survival at school, several writers 
(Adelman and Feshback, 1971; 

Greenwood et al., 1974; Hops et al., 
1975) have attempted to define 
those behaviours which children 
need to display in order to succeed 
in the school environment. Though 
expectations may vary depending on 
age, class level, educational 
philosophy and so on, and though 
such a list may seem unnecessarily 
prescriptive, the skills mentioned 
below are generally required of 
children at school. 

For children starting school, the 
following "checklist" is adopted 
from Adelman & Feshback (1971): 

a. Survival abilities 
— Sight and hearing O.K. 
— Eye-hand co-ordination 
— Language: 

— listening, understands what is 
said, 

— speaking clearly, has a work­
ing v o c a b u l a r y , u s e s 
sentences, expresses thoughts 
and feelings, and sees a rela­
tionship between written and 
spoken words. 

— Perception — Can discriminate 
visually and auditorilly. 

b. Work related behaviours 
1. Follows simple directions 
2. Maintains seatwork attention to 

complete simple tasks 

3. Observes and memorizes 
4. Answers questions about a sim­

ple story 

5. Tells a story from a picture 

6. Directs attention towards print 
or pictures in class 

7. Solves simple problems 

8. Tolerates failure sufficiently to 
persist at a task 

* Based on an address to the Foster Parents 
Association of Queensland Seminar '78, 28-29 
October. 1978. 

9. Makes transition from one ac­
tivity to another responding to 
normal classroom routines 

10. Carries on with a task over 
several days 

11. Accepts reasonable adult direc­
tion without objection or resent­
ment. 

12. Works without constant supervi­
sion or reminders 

13. Can suppress tendency to inter­
rupt others. 

Such lists can be adapted for 
older children in primary and secon­
dary schools. Transition to the 
secondary school may have its 
special period of adjustment as 
children adapt to new routines and 
academic and social expectations 
relevant to this phase of their 
socialization. In recognizing the 
shortcomings of such lists, it should 
be acknowledged that as foci they 
direct our thoughts and child rear­
ing practices to such skills required 
by children to succeed in schools, 
whatever the expectations specific to 
our schools. 

Another list, developed for 
children with severe behavioural dif­
ficulties (Taylor, Artuso, & Hewett, 
1974), directs our attention to very 
simple task dimensions which can 
frequently be overlooked by 
teachers and parents alike: 
— paying attention 
— starting 
— working 
— following task directions 
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— being right 
— being neat 
— taking part 
— doing what you are told 
— getting along with peers 
— completing the task 

To this list can be added other 
characteristics such as tolerating 
failure, persisting, and working in­
dependently. 

2. HOW PARENTS CAN HELP 

The idea of "spending time with 
your children" has not escaped our 
notice as an enduring parental vir­
tue. Although many parents would 
query the amount of time spent in 
child-focused activities, few would 
quibble over the quality of time 
spent — both for children and 
parents. In addi t ion, where 
substitute parenting is required (as 
in day care and foster care) the 
quality of care again is important. 

While spending such time with 
their children, parents can help in a 
number of ways to facilitate their 
children's education both in the pre­
school and school age years. Two 
areas, learning through games and 
teaching good work habits are brief­
ly explored. 

2.1 Learning through games 
Games can be played in situa­
tions such as long drives or at 
bed time. Their educational 
relevance can readily be seen 
in relation to the skills discuss­
ed earlier. 

(a) I spy 
Though traditionally played 
using initial letter names, one 
can vary the rules, depending 
on the child's academic skill 
level, to practise initial 
sounds, initial letter names, 
and final (rhyming) sounds. 

For example — 
I spy . . . something beginning 
with (say sound) 
I spy . . . something beginning 
with (letter name) 
I spy . . . something rhyming 
with (last syllable, e.g. — at) 

(b) I hear 
A variation on I spy, this game 
e n c o u r a g e s a u d i t o r y 
discrimination of sounds in 
the environment. For exam­
ple — 
I hear with my little ear 
something (calling — storm-
bird) 
(c) Alphabet chase 
Looking for letters on signs, 
shops, trucks, number plates 
to complete in sequence. Each 
player competes to be first 
through the alphabet. (Hones­
ty is a big factor in this game!) 

(d) I remember when 
A memory game based on 
family experiences. For exam­
ple: 
I remember when we went to 
the beach one holiday and we 
had a picnic on a hill with 
some friends. Who were they 
and what was their dog called? 

(e) Animal, vegetable, mineral 
A guessing game which in­
volves classification and 
logical thinking skills, each 
player takes turns to think of 
something (either animal, 
vegetable or mineral) and 
other players guess at the 
answer. Clues such as getting 
warmer, hot etc. are also in­
volved to shape the direction 
of guessing. 

(f) Detective 
A guessing game as in (e) 
where players have to guess 
the cause of an accident, rob­
bery and so on by asking a 
series of questions to deduce 
the correct answer. A varia­
tion in scoring is to count the 
number of questions needed to 
reach a solution. 

(g) Word association chains 
To encourage vocabulary 
development, two or more 
players each take a turn in say­
ing a word which provides a 
meaningful link to the 

preceding word. The mean­
ingful link might be restricted 
to compound words (e.g. talk-
back-up-on-stage-fright-full 
. . .), to divergent links based 
on sound rather than spelling 
alone (e.g. cold-weather-fine-
clothes . . . or 
-(whether)-sheep-astray... or 
-weather-fair-maiden-century 
. . . or 
-(fair)-clowns-nose-sniff . . . 
or 
-(fare)-bus-driver-pile. . . 
There are many opportunities 
for fun links: e.g. money-
counterfeit-two (from counter 
her feet) Such divergent word 
linking fosters creative think­
ing. 

(h) Car games . . . 
Such as spotting out-of-state 
l icence p l a t e s , m a k i n g 
sentences out of licence plate 
letters (HIG — How is 
George?), counting cars by 
make and by colour, spotting 
garage or motel signs, en­
courage various skills in 
language development, alert­
ness, and incidental reading. A 
recent publication (Bernard, 
1977) deals specifically with 
car games. 

2.2 Teaching good work habits 
The following are random sug­
gestions for concentrating at­
tention on those work habits 
necessary for everyday life and 
specifically applied in the 
school setting. 

(a) Starting, persisting at, 
completing a task 
Ensure tasks set for children 
are reasonable in terms of 
their ability level, the time 
needed to complete them, and 
the time when the request is 
made. Although tasks will 
vary in attractiveness and 
children (and adults) may be 
renowned procrastinators, get­
ting started is often a difficult 
phase in tackling a task. Once 
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a task is under way, its very 
nature or the increasing prox­
imity to the goal may sustain 
effort. Task completion may 
be an unknown joy for many 
who start and give up, or never 
start at all. As parents, we can 
assist by praising children 
specifically for starting, get­
ting stuck into, hoeing into the 
job; for sticking at it, hanging 
in there, persisting, and for 
rounding it off, cleaning it up, 
tying it up, completing the 
task. Although receipt of 
praise is not necessarily the 
primary goal of the child's ef­
fort, such social attention to 
his "good works" should 
transfer to intrinsic value in 
the task or to the doing of the 
task itself. We expect the child 
to develop pride in achieve­
ment which enhances his self 
esteem. 

So often, we merely expect 
children to behave ap­
propriately, and forget to 
teach them which work skills 
and values are appropriate. 
Specific praise helps focus at­
tention on the work skills and 
values we consider are 
desirable. 

(b) Reasoning, arguing, in­
dependent thinking 
Another aspect of child rear­
ing which often perplexes 
parents confronted by advice 
from different directions is 
dealing with children's 
arguments. Although we may 
well vary in strictness of ap­
plication of such routines as 
"Do as I tell you!" or "Don't 
argue, do it!" it is important 
to give children an opportuni­
ty (where time permits) to 
understand that reason and 
fairmindedness underlie our 
decisions. That children often 
challenge our decisions may be 
an encouraging sign of in­
dependent thinking, an indica­
tion of their ability to deal 
with those who would try to 

"sell them the Harbour 
Bridge". 

Some young children get the 
message through to their 
parents with a well-known 
A.A. Milne quote. Parent 
Kanga often fobs off child 
Roo's requests with "We'll 
see," to which Roo replies, 
"You're always seeing, but 
nothing ever happens!" 

(c) Access to appropriate 
models 
Whilst "Do as I say, not as I 
do" may attempt to obliterate 
the effects of poor modelling 
of parental behaviour, 
children will often unwittingly 
model our behaviour — both 
desirable and undesirable. 
Consider how we handle 
frustrations such as when the 
milk boils over, the toast 
burns, the puppy wets the 
carpet, the mower won't start 
. . . How do children handle 
similar frustrations when call­
ed in from play without warn­
ing, a model breaks after glu­
ing, or a toy is lost in the 
bedroom mess? Children's at­
titudes and behaviour concer­
ning such work related habits 
as organization, persistence, 
coping with frustration, shar­
ing, showing curiosity and so 
on are frequently modelled 
from behaviour observed 
within the family. 

(d) Using meaningful rein-
forcers 
Though psychologists will 
argue over the theoretical 
bases for "good" child-
rearing techniques, one ap­
proach focuses on the use of 
reinforcements to increase the 
occurrence of appropriate 
behaviour. This reward 
system, though misunderstood 
by association solely with 
"payment for good work", 
varies across a spectrum from 
tangible reinforcers (food, 
money, tokens), through 

social praise, to the intrinsic 
value of the task itself (love of 
learning). 
Because such a range of rein-
forcers are in everyday use, it 
requires no great effort to 
harness their potential for im­
proving appropriate work 
habits. Attention was paid to 
the use of specific praise in (a) 
above. This has been dealt 
with in detail elsewhere 
(O'Connor, 1978). In addi­
tion, allowing access to en­
joyable activities such as 
television viewing, play, and 
model making, only after the 
proper completion of such 
chores as homework, washing 
up, and bedmaking, can have 
the effect of ensuring such 
tasks are competently com­
pleted. 

(e) Building a positive self con­
cept 
The concept we have of self is 
based on how we think and 
feel about ourselves, and how 
we think others feel about us. 
This personality dimension is 
important to focus on because 
our attitudes and actions pro­
bably relate very closely to our 
daily highs and lows in self 
esteem. 
Each one of us daily receives 
positive and negative feedback 
in verbal and non-verbal 
forms. We receive the feed­
back from different sectors of 
life — work/school, home, 
church, sport, community 
groups, friends and so on. 
Consider the child who has 
problems at school; these may 
transfer to home where he also 
receives negative feedback 
about his performance. Where 
can he turn for some positive 
feedback? Parents and 
teachers have an important 
task in developing a balanced 
self concept in children, pro­
viding opportunities for the 
growth of a positive self image 
which is strong enough to 
withstand the occasional, 
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reasonable onslaught of 
negative feedback. Too much 
positive feedback can lead to 
conceit; too much negative, to 
defeat. 
The self image can be 
strengthened again by praise 
specific to the child's activities 
(e.g. good thinking; great 
answer, you really thought 
that tough one out; Fred has 
sharp eyes, nice going; Good 
try, you gave that one all you 
had). As children build up a 
store of verbal and non verbal 
(smiles, nod, touch) feedback 
about their pe rsona l i ty 
strengths in the school setting, 
so too does their attitude and 
behaviour toward schoolwork 
improve. Teachers and parents 
need to form a closer partner­
ship for strengthening specific 
work behaviours of children. 
Though some programs for­
malize this link, informal com­
ments either orally or in 
writing can ensure both parties 
work to strengthen similar 
abilities. In addition, children 
s h o u l d be e n c o u r a g e d 
themselves to monitor their 
own behaviour and note im­
provements. 

(f) Dealing with feelings 
underlying actions 
Two writers on parenting 
(Dreikurs 1972; Gordon, 1975) 
have given a great deal of at­
tention to such an issue, in 
contrast to the behaviourist 
stance of dealing only in 
observable behaviours. Deal­
ing with feelings in child rear­
ing is particularly important as 
adults tend to react to surface 
behaviour more readily than 
the underlying feelings and 
motives children have in 
displaying the behaviour. The 
foster child, in dealing with 
the unpredictable, transitory 
nature of placement in a fami­
ly or group home setting, has 
additional feelings specific to 
trusting and committing 

himself totally to the foster 
family situation. 
Gordon's Parent Effectiveness 
Training (1975) provides a 
very useful guide to achieving 
better communication with 
children. He deals with the 
typical roadblocks to effective 
communication, focuses on 
techniques identifying whether 
the child or parent owns the 
problem, and suggests some 
solutions such as active listen­
ing and sending "I messages". 
Dreikurs' Happy Children 
(1972) discusses the types of 
behaviours children display in 
order to "find their place in 
the group". He pays special 
a t t e n t i o n to c h i l d r e n ' s 
behaviours ranging from 
attention-seeking, through 
power struggle and revenge, to 
assumed disability. Both 
books are very readable and 
helpful in clarifying our 
understanding of why children 
behave as they do. 

3. SCHOOL RESPONSIBILITIES 
Supporting foster children at 

school is not a parental responsibili­
ty alone. Foster parent attitudes 
vary on whether it is wise to alert 
teachers and principals to the child's 
foster status, depending primarily 
on what is known about school per­
sonnel attitudes and the child's own 
feelings in this matter. Where this 
i n f o r m a t i o n is a v a i l a b l e , 
unavoidably in the case of children 
from "homes", teachers have an 
important responsibility to model 
positive attitudes towards such 
children in class and in the 
playground. 

Unfortunately, experience has 
shown teacher modelling often to 
have a dileterious effect. Labelling 
("Stand up the home children") and 
implicit special or different treat­
ment (book allowances) have also 
been reinforced by foster institu­
tions which send children to school 
in, for example, khaki clothes rather 
than school uniforms. Both school 
and home need to co-operate closely 

to ensure foster children enjoy as 
"normal" a school experience as 
possible. 

4. SUMMARY 
This paper has focused on some 

specific academic and social survival 
skills required by children at school. 
Suggestions have been made for 
directing parents' attention to ap­
proaches they can employ in enhan­
cing the development of these skills. 
Finally, the need for close home-
school co-operation in determining 
and employing effective strategies to 
enhance the foster child's educa­
tional experience was briefly con­
sidered. 
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