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Children begin life “STEM-ready.” 

Think about it: children are curious and constantly ask 

questions. They keenly observe the world around them 

and are good at connecting ideas. They sketch and draw a 

lot. They astutely observe others’ behaviors. Children like 

to build models, break them down, and then begin again. 

They like to experiment and try new things. In a nutshell, 

children are great natural learners — just the kind of 

learners we need for successful STEM work (or any work, 

for that matter). 

What happens to kids by the time they reach us in the 

middle grades? Among many of my 8th grade students, those valuable, innate thinking 

habits seemed to be hibernating. 

I’ve often wondered how we might reignite our students’ curiosity and reset their 

previous habits of thinking. I certainly have no unique insights into this problem, but it 

seems to me that parents are an untapped resource. Who more than parents wants a child 

well-equipped for going into the world? Most parents have daily opportunities to interact 

with their children. 

One study indicated that even modest involvement by parents can be a useful tool for 

boosting enrollment in STEM courses. So why not assume that parents can be helpful 

partners in leading children to reclaim their STEM-style thinking skills? 

If you’re a teacher or school leader, consider making the effort to get your parents 

motivated and involved. Chances are you may have to give them information about 

STEM – what the acronym means and why STEM is important for their child’s future. 

Then give your parents some ideas for how they can help to prepare their children for 

success in STEM-style thinking.  My parent STEM Idea List might look something like 

this: 
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10 Tips to Help Your Child Be a STEM Thinker 
1. Be alert for opportunities to talk with your child about STEM-related topics. For 

example, talk about gravity when your child tosses a ball in the air.  Discuss fractions or 

percent when you slice a pie. (Warning! Depending on the topic, you may need to do 

some brush-up research.) 

 

2. Encourage curiosity and questioning. Rather than 

giving an answer or a solution to a problem, encourage 

your child to research information and/or to come up with 

several possible solutions for a problem. 

 

3. View science and technology TV and videos with 

your child.Talk together about the program you viewed afterward. 

 

4. Make your home a STEM-friendly place. Be enthusiastic about ideas that your 

child wants to test (within reason). Set up a place for experimenting and building 

prototypes. Provide materials for experiments. These don’t have to be expensive. 

Materials might include things like paper cups, craft sticks, glue, etc. 

 

5. Organize groups of kids to participate in a STEM Invention Club. The Time to 

Invent website has all the information you need to guide kids in exploring and 

experimenting together. 

 

6. Promote cooperation and teamwork as kids work together on STEM challenges. 

Before they begin working in teams, ask them to share behaviors they value in other 

team members. Guide them to develop a list of ground rules they will follow, based on 

their valued behaviors. 

 

7. Search out STEM-related recreational activities such as a trip to a local 

science museum or a visit to an Exploreum. Visit robotics competitions or Maker 

Faires and encourage your child to ask questions and/or participate. 

 

8. Stay in touch with your teacher and offer to help with STEM activities at school; or 

enlist help if needed with your STEM activities at home. 

 

9. Direct your child to these websites for information and STEM fun: 
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 Design Squad – This PBS site features creative activities, engaging video, 

interactive games, and exciting contests. 

 Discover Engineering – At this site children can view videos, play interactive games, 

and design “Cool Stuff.” 

 National Geographic Education – This website features educational activities and 

videos, including some STEM activities. 

 

10. Display curiosity about things you see and show your own interest in learning. This 

may be the most important tip of all. Your enthusiasm will be the greatest motivator for 

your child’s interest in STEM. 

 

Your children can help change the world 

At its heart, STEM is about 

solving real-world problems. The 

world is going to need more and 

more graduates with the skills to 

identify problems, visualize 

solutions, design prototypes and 

implement solutions. Your 

children could be among these 

graduates, helping changing the 

world for the better. Now there’s 

a goal that teachers and parents need to work together to achieve. 
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Anne Jolly 

Anne Jolly began her career as a lab scientist, caught the science teaching bug and 

was recognized as an Alabama Teacher of the Year during her years as a middle 

grades science teacher. Today, she works with teacher teams in schools across the 

Southeast to help them take control of their own professional learning. Anne is also a 

curriculum consultant for a Mobile-based, NSF-supported project that is developing 

engaging, standards-based STEM lessons that are easily integrated into middle school 

curricula. Her book STEM By Design: Strategies & Activities for Grades 4-8 will be 

published by Routledge in the spring of 2016. 
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