                                       ADVICE FOR PARENTS:  SUMMER VACATION(Part Two)  
I am often asked for advice on what type of activities are beneficial for students and about how much structured activity (lessons, academic work) is best during July and August.  Below are some suggestions to help make this summer not only a time of enjoyment but also a time filled with meaningful family moments and many learning experiences.
Importance of Meaningful and Challenging Activities
       Uninterrupted play is the best way children learn about themselves, others and the world.  Research by psychologists clearly shows that play has limitless social, emotional, and cognitive benefits.  Play may be solitary and when it is constructive or dramatic in nature, it can teach children so much.  Play may by be social and thus provide opportunities for building social skills and leadership skills.   For children with social anxiety, play dates in the summer are the best way to increase exposure to peers and decrease social anxiety
        Many parents are concerned that their children are not getting enough planned/structured activity in the summer.  I remind parents that children need to feel a sense of accomplishment in order to feel a sense of well-being.  I am not saying that play does not have boundless possibilities for a sense of accomplishment but planned activities are sometimes designed to challenge, build self-discipline, and give children self-pride.  Since life requires us to delay gratification and to be contributing members of a family/team, children also need activities which help them become responsible.  There are limitless possibilities for activities which help our children grow and mature.   For example, some kids play on a soccer team or learn to swim or to sail.  I always suggest to parents that children be given daily chores or daily academic work which needs to be done before the fun begins.
     Parents often ask me if their children should keep up with academic work during summer. I always say that learning opportunities during the summer are very important because studies show that most students lose one to three months of learning during this time. There is so much we can do to keep our children learning even during summer vacation.  We can take children to the library to sign out books or be involved in summer reading programs. We can take them to museums, parks, and church programs.  Many parents and children have hours of fun reading a book together. For example, I knew a parent and child who read the first four Harry Potter books together one summer.      
Strengthening Relationships
    Summer is great for uninterrupted time with our children/teens.  Doing something fun with our children, giving them our undivided attention,  and listening to what they are thinking or feeling, strengthens the parent-child relationship. Sibling relationships can also be strengthened when siblings enjoy one another during the long hot days of summer. However, too much time with siblings can lead to an increase in sibling conflict so remember siblings also need time apart from each other.  Keep in mind that sibling conflict is unavoidable and that it is actually valuable in that it teaches our children conflict resolution.  Instead of letting your children drive you crazy when they are fighting with each other, tell yourself that they are learning through their conflict, that you need a time-out and walk away. To prevent your children from misperceiving you as taking sides, only get involved when there is physical aggression.
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