Dear Dr. Whitley,

Your book has influenced our lives tremendously in a very short time.  In May, we had a teacher conference during which we learned that our 5th grade son’s school performance had slid from spectacular (at the beginning of the year) to dismal (starting in January and continuing to May).  One result was that he was not placed in an accelerated math class, although he routinely scores above the 97th percentile on standardized test.  Since this was the second year we had observed this pattern, we were very concerned.  Our son attends a private school and we pay nearly $20,000 a year in tuition.  We are making the investment because he is very bright and we feel this particular school offers many wonderful opportunities.  But he didn’t seem to be taking advantage of them.

I bought your book on the day of the conference and read it cover-to-cover in about 3 days. (It is now dog-eared, highlighted, and tagged with post-it flags.)  My husband and I sat down and had a serious talk about school performance with our son, David.  Although there were only 4 weeks of school left, we asked him what his goals were for the end of the year.  His goals were to get the highest possible grade on a humanities assignment, to get 100% on a math test, to get the highest possible grade on his science project and to make it into the jazz band as a keyboard player.

We talked about the need to make short-term plans in order to reach his long-term goals.  David was very tearful, but with a lot of questioning and coaching, he mapped out a plan for himself.  I think he felt overwhelmed when he faced the totality of the work in front of him, but once he broke it down into small bits, he felt a lot better.

The humanities project took about 10 times the amount of time he had planned.  Each time he stopped working or said he was almost finished, I had him review his goal, which was to get the highest possible grade--“exceed expectation.”  This drove him to look at the rubric for the assignment and see whether he had “exceeded expectations” as described by his teacher.  Needless to say, he had not, and went back to work.

He mapped out a study plan in math, and it became clear that he had been struggling for a long time.  He made a plan to complete practice tests and ask the teacher for additional problems.  He did both of these things and had his dad check his work each night.  He practiced his piano every night.

David would often say to me “what do I do next?”  And I would say to him “that’s up to you.  Check our plan.  What do you still need to do to reach your goals?”  And he would pull out his notebook and check.  I began keeping a journal of my daily discussions with him.  We would review his plan and his performance compared against his plan.  When he did not do something he had planned, we would talk about why he hadn’t carried out his plan.  Much of the time he told me about “being in a hurry” or someone was “talking to me and I forgot.”  I told him that if he was really committed to his goals, no one could get in his way.  My catch phrase is “don’t pay someone else’s rent.”  This is our code for don’t let someone else pull you off track--don’t pay for their mistakes--don’t go on their plan--follow your own plan.

We still had the usual “forgotten” assignments, materials left at school, and promises to do forgotten work first thing in the morning, etc.  I let him sit at the kitchen table until he figured out how to get what he needed to complete his work each night.  Once he decided he needed to figure it out, he did.
The most amazing thing about al of this was that David seemed to feel better about himself almost immediately.  All of the guilt and hiding and pretending were over.  He had small accomplishments each day that he felt good about.

At the end of the year, David did get the highest grade possible on the humanities assignment, he got only an 87% on the math test, and did make it into the jazz band on keyboard (one of only three 6th graders to make it in at all).  David missed 2 of the last 4 weeks of school with recurring strep throat and struggled to complete his science experiment.  He and I discussed what was a realistic goal and he down graded his goal from “exceeds expectations” to “meets expectations.”  He completed the assignment and the teacher refused to grade it because it was too close to report card time and she was too busy.  David was very disappointed--all of a sudden, he was genuinely concerned about whether or not he met his goal.

As soon as school was out, I sat down with David again to plan his summer work.  He had 3 books to read, 2 writing assignments, a summer math review (to catch up from last year), keyboarding practice (to make up for lessons missed when he was sick), and jazz piano lessons with a new teacher.  He made a plan and blocked out 2 weeks for vacation and 23 weeks to recover from his tonsillectomy.  I pointed out to him that he might be able to work during his recovery and he insisted he could not.

David planned to read one book and complete one writing assignment prior to our vacation the last week in June.  When I asked him, on the airplane, whether or not that had gotten done, he said he had finished the reading, but only had a draft of the writing because “Daddy hadn’t checked the draft.”  My husband quickly jumped in and said it really was not David’s fault, that he’d just been too busy to check the work.  I looked at David and asked him, “Whose assignment was it?”  As my husband started to jump in again, David said, “Mine, and I paid Daddy’s rent by not completing it on my own.  It’s not Daddy’s responsibility.”  As my husband started to speak again, David turned to him and said, “No, Dad.  I could have finished it and I used the draft as an excuse not to do it.”  Both my husband and I were speechless.
The day after we returned from vacation, David had his tonsils out.  Needless to say, he was in pain the first few days.  About one week after the surgery, David seemed to be doing well and I figured anyone who could sit up and play video games and watch movies could probably do some reading.  I pulled out my planning journal, told him to get his, and talked with him about his goals for the summer and the fact that he had pushed a lot of work into the time when he would be feeling well and would want to spend time with his friends.  He reconfigured the plan a small bit, but was resistant to a major overhaul that would move work into his recovery period.  I let it go.

When his planned 3-week recovery period was over, I again pulled out my journal, told him to get his and sat down to review the plan.  David was very upset when he realized how much work he had put off until the second half of the summer.  Now, he was tired each day from camp, but had math problems, reading, piano, and keyboarding to do.  (It should be noted that all this work combined would take less than 6 hours per week.)  He sobbed and moaned.  He “hates this and just wants to be a normal kid.”  I remained firm with him and said (in my best Mr. Rogers voice) that these were not choice I had made, but choices he had made and while it was understandable that he was frustrated, the work still needed to get done.  After his initial pushback, he reviewed his plan and I had him put the first week on the 12-month planning calendar that he’d hung on the back of his closet door.  That was a week ago.  Each day he has looked at the calendar and checked off the things he has accomplished.
Tonight, David and I have an appointment to discuss the use of his planning calendar for the rest of the summer.  He is supposed to post his plan and we are going to discuss it.  He also asked for an appointment to have me check his second writing assignment.  He asked for a new planning notebook that shows a week at a time and has dates in it so that he can put his assignments in when they are due.

We had a conference with the school principal at the end of the year to request that the teachers respond to our emails and call us if they see the old patterns repeating themselves.  As per your suggestion, we have requested a meeting with his new teachers within the first week of school.  David seems to enjoy the attention he gets during our planning discussions and I suspect that it will be a while before he will take on the task of planning on his own.  Nevertheless, I am encouraged by the past few months.

I’m sure you’ve seen many parents like me--frustrated that their beloved, beautiful, bright, personable, funny child is failing at things that seem so straightforward.  Thank you so much for your very helpful book.

Best Regards,

Anita Lancet

