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By Marilyn Campbell

The Almanac

W
endy Taylor and her family are
spending the summer in the
Land of Oz. The North Potomac
mother of three isn’t vacation-

ing, howeve, she’s helping her three elemen-
tary school-aged boys keep their academic
skills sharp.

“During the summer, kids should get out and
get moving and do things as a family, not sit in
front of a television,” said Wendy Taylor,
founder and director of Learning Essentials,
an education consulting firm that serves
Potomac, North Potomac, Bethesda and other
parts of Montgomery County. “Start a family
book club. My husband and I started one this
summer with our three boys ages 3 to 9. We’re
reading the ‘Wizard of
Oz’ and it appeals to all
of them at their levels.
We ask them to visualize
what the characters look
like to you.”

Taylor, a former Mont-
gomery County Public
School teacher, said she
is helping her children,
and others, prevent what
educators call the “sum-
mer slide,” a time when
students’ minds are not
challenged and they lose
academic skills that
they’ve learned during
the school year.

“It’s not difficult,” she said. “The D.C. area
offers wonderful learning activities.”

Taylor developed a summer program called
Brain Camp designed to help students identify
study strategies and organizational techniques
that fit their individual learning strengths.
(http://tutoringle.com/services/brain_camp)

IN ADDITION
to camps, there
are a variety of
ways that parents
can help children
strengthen and
maintain not only
reading, writing,
math and science
skills, but also life
skills such as or-
ganization, cre-
ative and analyti-
cal thinking abili-
ties.

S h a n n o n
Melideo, Ph.D.,
associate dean of
the School of
Education and
Human Services
at Marymount
University in Ar-
lington, Va., also
encourages parents to capitalize on the re-
sources in the Washington, D.C., region. “Print
out a list of things you want to do and put
them on a calendar,” she said. “You can help

kids get ready for next
year by knowing what
they’re going to be study-
ing and giving them some
experience in those areas.
For example, if in fifth
grade they study ancient
civilizations, you can say
‘Let’s go to the African
History Museum and
learn about Mali.’”

Such experiences, said
Melideo, will empower
students during the next
school year. “It sets them
up for success,” she said.
“They can relate better to

what they’re learning if they’ve had experience
with the content. When they’re reading some-
thing in a text book, they can raise their hand
in class and say ‘I saw that at the African His-
tory Museum.’”

MANY AREA SCHOOLS are also helping
parents keep their students on track. For ex-

ample, children at Potomac Elementary School
were given “Summer Fun” packets with activ-
ity suggestions to help parents keep their
youngsters stimulated during the summer
break. Tasks range from writing and mailing
post cards and creating stories on storybird.com
to completing math scavenger hunts and us-
ing the education website brainpop.com.

Blake Giliotti, Potomac Elementary’s staff de-
velopment specialist, said the packet has sum-
mer learning opportunities that encourage stu-
dents to use reading and math. “It can also be
as simple as saying, ‘Tell me about what you
are reading,’” she said. “Engaging in a natural
conversation about a book can give you insight
into what your child understands, and helps
build oral communication skills.”

Melideo believes the best way for parents to
encourage good reading habits in their chil-
dren is to model the behavior. “Never go any-
where without a book handy. We all wait at
the doctors’ offices or in lines. If you’re stand-
ing and waiting for 15 minutes, it is the per-
fect time to read. Even when you go to the pool,
take a book and read during 15-minute breaks,”
Melideo said.

She said that what children read is less im-
portant than the fact that they actually read.
“It doesn’t matter if they’re reading their fa-
vorite book over and over,” she said. “I’d rather
a kid read People Magazine than nothing, but
‘Bridge to Terabithia’ would be better.”

Other stealthy strategies for keeping
children’s brains challenged include planting
a family garden, creating a photo journal and
do-it-yourself projects.

“There are many families who travel during
the summer,” said Taylor. “Give the kiddos a
disposable camera and let them keep picture
journals. They can write words or sentences
depending on their ages, but it helps with writ-
ing skills, sequencing and remembering.”

Taylor says do-it-yourself projects like build-
ing a scooter, sprinkler or obstacle course inte-
grate math, planning and measuring. “You can
integrate money by allowing the children to
purchase the items with cash and receive
change.”

Halting the Summer Slide
Local educators offer
suggestions to keep
children learning
through the summer.

Wendy and Chris Taylor, pictured with their children — 9-
year-old Brennan, 6-year-old Harrison and 3-year-old
Creighton — formed a family book club this summer to keep
their family reading.

Activities to Prevent the Summer Slide
From Wendy Taylor, Learning Essentials
1. Family Dinner: Cook with children — plan a

menu, shop for ingredients, follow a recipe. Incorpo-
rates reading, measurement and nutrition.

2. Plant a Garden: Choose flowers or fruits and
vegetables. Ask your child to draw the plant and label
its parts. Chart the plant’s growth, pollination and
maturation.

3. Party Planning or Trip Planning: Have your
child plan a back-to-school party or fun event with a
budget and guidelines. Reinforces lessons on sequenc-
ing, breaking down larger task, math, money and
responsibility.

4. Blogging: Have your child start a blog or send
emails to family members updating them on his or her
summer adventures. Strengthens writing skills, pro-
motes creative self-expression and introduces
technology usage.

5. Family Book Club: Read classics together.

Have kids visualize what was read and ask comprehen-
sion questions. Include fun activities based on the
book’s theme: Dress like the characters, eat a meal
based on the book, watch the movie afterwards and
discuss the differences.

6. Get Physical: Keep it moving; keep it fun. Deco-
rate a beach ball with math facts or next year’s word
wall words, then throw the ball back and forth and
answer the top question.

Have a tug-of-war back and forth with spelling or
historical facts. Take a hike and have kids read the map
and plan the route.

7. Get Outdoors: Explore festivals. Learn together
in a nontraditional way. No need to travel to an exotic
land as D.C. offers wonderful learning opportunities
for diverse interests.

8. Volunteer: Explore a field of interest and gain
valuable experience. Develop professional and per-
sonal skills and make career connections.

“You can help kids get
ready for next year by
knowing what they’re
going to be studying
and giving them some
experience in those
areas.”

— Shannon Melideo, Ph.D.,
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