
Developing a critical thinking  
mindset is one of the most  

essential skills for school success.  
To help your teen expand her critical 
thinking skills, encourage her to:
1. Explain situations, examples and 

problems clearly. To describe an 
issue effectively, your teen will need 
to learn vocabulary and practice 
expressing herself.

2. Analyze information. When your 
teen reads something online or in 
print, she shouldn’t just take it at 
face value. She should find credible 
sources to help her determine the 
actual facts.     

3. See all sides of an issue. Is your 
teen passionate about a particular 
issue? Encourage her to develop 
arguments defending opposing 

viewpoints with equal dedication. 
This will help her look deeply at  
an issue and understand different 
perspectives.

4. Participate in extracurricular 
activities. Working on the school 
newspaper will teach your teen 
to conduct interviews and write 
articles based on what she learns. 
The drama club will expose her to 
great works of literature. The chess 
club will teach strategic decision-
making. All of these skills enhance 
critical thinking abilities.

5. Embrace diversity. Throughout 
her life, your teen will interact with 
people from different backgrounds. 
Learning to appreciate differences 
will help your teen gain new insights 
about the world around her.

Five ways students can boost 
their critical thinking abilities

Practical ideas for parents to help their children

Confidence 
sets your teen 
up for success 

Confident students 
often do better in 
school because they 
believe they can 
accomplish goals 

and overcome problems. 
 To give your teen a strong 
sense of his abilities, show him 
that you think he is a capable 
person. Be sure to:
• Praise his accomplishments.  

So your teen didn’t get an  
A on his last test—he got  
a B instead. That still means 
he mastered a majority  
of the material! Mention  
how proud you are that  
his studying paid off. And 
remind him that the mistakes 
he made are great learning 
opportunities. 

• Give him chores and other 
responsibilities at home.

• Avoid negative comments. 
Instead, focus on what you 
admire about your teen. 

• Let him make as many  
decisions for himself as he 
can without risking safety.

• Ask him to help a friend  
or sibling with something,  
such as homework. Helping 
another person will give  
your teen a sense of pride.
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Sometimes, life with  
a teen can seem like a 
courtroom drama. You  
say something and your 
teen argues back. What’s  

a parent to do? 
 According to child development 
researchers, it’s not whether teens 
argue with parents (because nearly  
all do). It’s the way that kids and  
parents disagree that’s important. 
 This doesn’t mean you should back
down every time your teen disagrees.
But you should listen to what your 
teen has to say. If she makes a valid 
point, acknowledge it. And perhaps 
you can come to a mutual decision.
 Teens who learn to make their points 
respectfully, and who know how to 
listen go further in life. They are also 
better equipped to resist peer pressure. 
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Disagreements can help your 
teen build communication skills

Encourage your teen to make 
specific learning resolutions

Your teen is bound  
to make mistakes—
everyone does. What’s 
important is what she  
does after she discovers 

she’s made a mistake. 
 Are you helping your teen have 
a positive attitude about mistakes? 
Answer yes or no to the questions 
below to find out:
___1. Do avoid reacting emotionally 
when your teen makes a mistake? 
___2. Do you ask your teen what  
lessons she can learn from her  
mistake?
___3. Do you admit it when you 
make a mistake and talk about  
what you’re going to do to fix it? 
___4. Do you talk to your teen about 
some of the important lessons you’ve 
learned from the mistakes you’ve 
made?
___5. Do you tell your teen to be  
kind to herself? Perfectionists have  
a tendency to overreact to mistakes. 

How well are you doing? 
More yes answers mean you’re  
helping your teen turn mistakes  
into learning opportunities. For  
each no answer, try that idea.

Every time the first of  
January rolls around,  
people make resolutions 
that they usually abandon 
just a few weeks later.  

This year, help your high schooler 
make some learning resolutions that 
will actually stick! 
 The more specific his goals are,  
the more likely your teen is to attain 
them. Instead of a broad resolution  
like “Do better in school,” your teen’s 
goals should involve specific ways  
to improve. For example:
• I will ask at least one question  

in every class. In order to ask  
an informed question, your  
teen will need to pay attention  
to the lecture. By paying closer 
attention, he’ll be more engaged  
in what he’s learning—and that  

will likely lead him to ask more 
questions in class.

• I will create a note-taking system. 
The way your teen takes notes  
in history may be different from 
the way he does it in chemistry. 
Encourage him to talk with his 
teachers to figure out the best  
way to record the information  
they discuss.

• I will review class notes every  
night before bed. Studies show  
that the last thing a person reads 
before going to bed remains   
embedded in the person’s brain.  

• I will read for 30 minutes every  
day. Very few teens make time  
to read for pleasure. But the  
best way to boost vocabulary  
and comprehension is to read 
widely and often.  

Are you helping 
your teen learn 
from mistakes? 

“We have two ears and 
one mouth so that we  
can listen twice as much 
as we speak.”

—Epictetus

One study found that these teens  
were 40 percent more likely to say no  
to a friend offering drugs or alcohol.  
 Communication skills are also  
helpful in school. Discussions are  
central to many high school classes. 
Your teen will be more successful  
if she can make her point, listen to  
others and find a rational solution. 

Source: J.P. Allen and others, “Predictors of Susceptibility  
to Peer Influence Regarding Substance Use in Adolescence,” 
Child Development, Society for Research in Child Development.
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Help your teen build 
important writing skills  
by encouraging her to 
write often. It’s the best 
way for her to improve! 

 To spark her interest, suggest 
fun writing activities such as these:
• Keep a scrapbook. As she stores 

photos, ticket stubs, notes from 
friends and other mementos, your 
teen can write a short paragraph 
describing what is on the page. 

• Start a family story. Have your  
teen write the opening paragraph  
of a story in a notebook, then pass  
it on to another family member. 
Keep the cycle going so that every-
one contributes to writing a story.

• Invent “mad libs.” Have your teen 
write a two-paragraph story and 
replace 10 of the words with blank 

Q: I didn’t do well in math when 
I was in school. Now my son is 
taking a math class that I don’t 
understand. How can I help him 
when he’s struggling with his  
math homework?

A: You can help your son with his 
math homework—even if you don’t 
know how to do it. Here’s how:
• Have a positive attitude. Several 

studies show that parents’ 
attitudes about math have a 
direct effect on their children’s 
achievement in math. So avoid 
saying things like, “I was never 
very good in math.” Instead, say, 
“Wow, that looks challenging. 
But I know you will be able to 
figure it out!” 

• Ask your teen to explain the 
math problem to you. Have  
him tell you, step by step, how 
he thinks he should solve it.  
This is one of the best ways for 
students to figure out a new 
math concept.

• Suggest that your teen write 
down the steps he has followed 
when doing his homework. 
While there may be only one 
right answer to a problem, 
there may be many ways to 
arrive at it. Then, he can show 
the teacher what he did. If his 
answer is wrong, the teacher 
will know where he went off 
track.

• Point out times during the day 
when you use math. Whether 
you use math on the job or to 
double a recipe, your teen will 
see that the subject is one he  
will always need.

• Encourage your teen to try hard 
and work his way through math 
challenges. His success will 
make it easier for him to face 
other challenges ahead.
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Suggest creative ways your teen 
can strengthen writing skills

spaces. She should look up each 
missing word’s part of speech  
and write it in the blank space. 
“Jake ran to the window and  
saw a (noun). It (verb) from the 
(adjective) tree and was never seen 
again!” Then she can ask family 
members to fill in missing words  
to create a funny new tale. 

• Write letters. Suggest that your 
teen write to a family member  
or friend who lives in a different 
town. Or she can write a fan  
letter to her favorite author,  
athlete or celebrity.

• Write a family newsletter. Give 
your teen the task of reporting  
on big events. She can conduct 
interviews, write articles and  
send out a newsletter to family 
members and friends.

Experts agree that the  
use of digital devices  
can have a significant 
impact on students’ 
academic performance, 

mental health and overall well-being. 
 To help your teen create healthy 
digital habits, encourage him to:
• Have face-to-face conversations. 

Does your teen text you from his 
bedroom? Does he text his friend 
who is sitting on the couch right  
next to him? If so, suggest he  
stop texting and start talking. 

• Try to find answers on his own.  
It’s easy to ask “Siri” for answers—
but that won’t teach your teen  
how to research information.  

• Turn off his device during lunch. 
Teens benefit from having social 
interactions with their peers. So, 

Show your teen how to create 
healthy smartphone habits

recommend he make a pact with  
his friends: “The first person to  
pick up their phone has to throw  
everyone’s lunch trash away.” 

• Face awkward or boring situations 
without turning to his phone. 
Suggest your teen find other ways  
to pass the time. 

• Be aware of his mood. Too much 
screen time can leave teens feeling  
lonely, anxious or depressed. Tell 
your teen that whenever he feels 
bad, he should talk to a friend  
or trusted adult in person. 

• Establish a cooling-off period.  
If your teen sees a text or post that 
makes him mad, he should wait  
24 hours before sending a response. 

Source: L. Kolb, “6 Ways to Help Students Manage Their 
Smartphones,” International Society for Technology in 
Education, niswc.com/high_digitalhabits.
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Your teen’s behavior  
in school affects the 
teacher’s ability to 
teach, as well as your 
teen’s ability to learn. 

Try these parent-tested, teacher-
approved discipline tips: 
• Stay actively involved in your 

teen’s life. Go to her games or  
performances. Meet her friends. 

• Don’t overlook drugs and  
alcohol. They are a part of many 
teen parties. And they can take a 
serious toll on your teen’s health 
and school performance.

• Involve your teen in setting  
rules. She’ll be more likely to  
follow them. 

• Set consequences and enforce 
them. Predictability is a parent’s 
best friend. A consequence does 
not have to be severe if your teen 
knows that you will impose it. 

• Work with the school. If a teacher 
contacts you about a concern,  
keep an open mind. Listen to  
all sides before acting.

Source: D.W. Haffner, What Every 21st-Century Parent 
Needs to Know: Facing Today’s Challenges With Wisdom  
and Heart, HarperCollins. 
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Your teen might not  
be able to explain why  
she’s often moody— 
but science can. Her 
brain is growing as 

quickly now as it was during the  
first two years of her life. That  
partially explains why your teen  
will be laughing one minute and 
angry the next. 
 Experts agree that teens need  
their parents’ support now more than 
ever. To meet your teen’s changing 
needs so she can be successful in 
school, give her your: 
• Time. Family time shows your teen 

that you care about her. She may 
claim she’ll “die of embarrassment” 
if she’s seen getting ice cream with 
the family, but deep down, she’s 
thankful to be with you. 

• Encouragement. Believe it or not, 
teens want—and need—parents’ 
approval. Let your teen know that 
you are proud of her and that you 
believe she is capable of success.

• Patience. Teens are exploring  
a variety of things—new looks,  
new interests and new ideas. 
They’re attempting to expand  
their horizons and explore the 
world. Be patient with your teen, 
discuss her new interests and pick 
your battles carefully.  

• Nurturing. Make sure your teen 
knows how to make healthy food 
and exercise choices for her grow-
ing body. Nurture her emotionally 
by reminding your teen that you 
love her and will be there for her 
when she needs you.

Source: M. Barone, M.A., M.F.T., “Living and Learning  
with Teens,” Homefires.

How to support 
your teen’s 
changing needs 

Teach your teen how to show 
respect at home and at school 

Effective discipline strategies 
lead to improved learning

Teens often use slang and joke 
around with their friends. And 

more often than not, they slip into 
this habit when speaking to teachers 
or other adults—without realizing it 
may be disrespectful.
 Talk to your teen about the  
importance of being respectful  
to others. Tell him you expect him  
to show respect through:
• The way he speaks. Your teen  

should speak slowly, clearly and 
calmly. Encourage him to address 
people properly by saying, “Good  
morning, Mr. Jones” or using their 
titles, such as “Yes, Officer.” And 
of course, saying please and thank 
you is always a great way to show 
respect.

• His body language. When your 
teen smiles, nods and makes eye 
contact, he is showing people that 
he respects them. He should also 
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It Matters: Discipline

sit or stand up straight and avoid 
crossing his arms or rolling his eyes.

• His overall attitude. Your teen 
should avoid interrupting others. 
He should keep his cool even 
when he disagrees with what 
someone is saying. Consideration 
for another person’s thoughts and 
beliefs—even if they differ from 
his own—is a big sign of respect.
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