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Read ing, writ ing and math are often thought of as sub jects that chil dren learn in school. But
as a psy cho lo gist who researches how fam il ies can help sup port learn ing at home, I have
found that chil dren can also learn those skills through every day tasks and chores. One of
these chores is pre par ing a meal – everything from gro cery shop ping and cook ing to set ting
the table and enjoy ing the meal.

Our research shows this is espe cially true for Latino fam il ies liv ing in the U.S., many of whom
are new to school sys tems in the U.S. but for whom fam ily din ners are a cent ral part of the
day.
Our study included 248 Latino par ents with kids in kinder garten. Some par ents were given a
set of tips – described below – on how to sup port chil dren’s lan guage, lit er acy and math at
home while select ing, pre par ing and eat ing food. Par ents were asked to use these tips for at
least a month. Other par ents were not given these tips.
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Our study found that the chil dren whose par ents were given these tips had lar ger vocab u lar ies
and more motiv a tion to learn both one month after using the tips and even �ve months later.
These chil dren were also bet ter storytellers and were bet ter able to con trol their beha vior and
pay bet ter atten tion com pared with chil dren whose par ents were not given these tips.
Busy par ents in par tic u lar loved these tips because they were easy to fol low and to �t into
their reg u lar sched ules and did not require extra work or spe cial mater i als.
1. Make gro cery lists
Par ents can ask their chil dren to write out the gro cery list before they go food shop ping.
While older chil dren can use let ters and num bers – for example, “2 cer eal boxes, 10 bana -
nas,” younger chil dren might be encour aged to draw pic tures of the items their par ents want
to buy or to use a com bin a tion of let ters, num bers and pic tures.
A 2017 study found that the more par ents let their chil dren try out writ ing and read ing let ters
and num bers on their own while mak ing gro cery lists, the bet ter the chil dren’s read ing and
math skills are later.
Once back from the store, par ents can ask chil dren to use their gro cery list to check whether
the par ents bought everything on the list. This is a great way for chil dren to prac tice writ ing,
read ing and math.
2. Cook ing and set ting the table
Gath er ing and mix ing the ingredi ents for cook ing or set ting the table are oppor tun it ies for
kids to prac tice math in a play ful and famil iar way. We found that prac ti cing math with chil -
dren dur ing these house hold chores can also increase kids’ motiv a tion to learn math.
Ask your child ques tions such as: Can you get �ve apples from the fridge? I added 4 cups of
milk plus one more – how many are there in total? How many plates and forks do we need
today?
3. Tell stor ies at meal time
Par ents can use fam ily din ner and other meals to encour age chil dren to tell stor ies about their
day. Telling stor ies about past or future events is a great way to build skills like vocab u lary
and story com pre hen sion that are needed to read.
To get chil dren to talk, par ents should use lots of ques tions that require chil dren to come up
with their own answer rather than simply respond ing with a “yes” or a “no.” For example:
Who came with you to the party? Where did you go with Grandma? Why were you scared?
Talk ing about top ics that the child cares about can also help par ents get chil dren to talk. To
keep the child engaged in the con ver sa tion, par ents can ask fol low-up ques tions like “And
then what happened?” They can also repeat back what the child says. For example, if the child
says “We went to the park,” the par ent might respond “That’s right, we went to the park!”
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and use phrases such as “Uh-huh,” “Oh,” “I didn’t know that” and “Really?” to keep the
con ver sa tion going.
4. Use the lan guage that’s most com fort able
Par ents should feel free to talk in the lan guage they know best. Many par ents might feel pres -
sured to speak in one lan guage - such as Eng lish – at home because this is the lan guage used
in school. However, when par ents speak in the lan guage they are most famil iar with, they are
bet ter able to express their thoughts and feel ings while also pre serving their cul ture. Speak -
ing a nat ive lan guage at home is not det ri mental to chil dren’s learn ing. When chil dren have
strong found a tions in one lan guage – such as Span ish – they can use that know ledge as a
build ing block for learn ing a second lan guage – such as Eng lish.
Our research is based primar ily on Latino fam il ies, who place par tic u lar value on fam ily
meals. Latino fam il ies tend to eat together more often than fam il ies from other eth ni cit ies.
They are also more likely to cook at home and involve chil dren in kit chen chores.
However, these tips apply to all fam il ies who reg u larly cook, eat and shop for food together.
And they can help busy par ents sup port their young chil dren’s learn ing without much added
bur den or spend ing.




