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PART THREE 
 
We’re discussing sequential mastery. This means that students should master particular skills and content at each level of their 
education. We’ve considered how we fail at sequential mastery and how we succeed at sequential mastery. Now, let’s look at 
the minimum skills and content that students should master in elementary and early middle school. 
 
During the crucial first six or seven years of education, we must focus on the basics in three areas:  
study and work habits, language, and math. 
 
1) Study and Work Habits 
Good habits are as important as any academics! 
▪ Completion: finish the task at hand; practice meeting deadlines. Don’t agonize over selecting activities or assignments or 

crafts. Choose ONE and finish it. Plan appropriate length (short) assignments so that young students get in the habit of 
completing what they begin. Remember “A little bit often.” Gradually add longer deadlines and reinforce the importance of 
meeting them. Ask: “Did you finish the assignment according to all the requirements?” 

▪ Mastery: learn with a goal of mastery, not just a checklist of work. Emphasize the goal not the process. Ask: “Did you get all 
your 2s table correct this time?” NOT: “Did you finish your math?” Ask: “Can you tell back your reading for me?” NOT: “Did 
you finish your reading?” This means that you, the parent, need to engage with the content along with your student, at least 
enough to understand what mastery of that content would mean. 

▪ Excellence: rework until the standard is reached. The standard will vary from grade to grade and from student to student, 
but get in the habit of having students rework until they meet the standard. This might mean doing fewer assignments. This 
might mean doing shorter assignments that can be reworked until the standard is reached. Ask: “Is this your best work?” Model 
delight in beautiful, thorough finished work. 
 

Students ARE learning study and work habits every day. The question is: are they good habits or poor habits?  We instill poor habits 
every time we allow students to hurry to get through a long assignment rather than mastering the concepts, complete the assignment 
sloppily in order to finish, or not finish the assignment at all. 
 
It would be far better to: 
▪ Slow down – do fewer problems, read shorter sections, answer fewer questions. We’re building habits of focus, which are just 

as important as the checklist. 
▪ Finish the assignment “on time” (whatever that means in each context). We’re building habits of completion, which are just as 

important as the thing we’re hurrying off to. 
▪ Rework to a high standard. We’re building habits of excellence, which are just as important as the material itself. 

 
Good study and work habits are your student’s most important tool in academic endeavors (and in life!). The habits our students 
form in elementary school are the habits they will take with them to junior high, high school, college, and the work place. Would you 
agree that these habits are more important than being able to recite all the presidents in order? 
 
Teachers in classroom settings see this every day. They know that the most successful students are not necessarily the brightest ones but 
the ones who have good habits, who consistently complete their assignments to a high standard and focus on learning the material rather 
than just checking it off. 
 
2) Language  
In your language arts studies in elementary and early middle school focus on two things: 
▪ Listening and reading fluency and comprehension. Reading fluency and comprehension begin with a strong 

foundation in phonics. After that, students should spend a significant portion of their elementary years reading at their level 
and listening to you read slightly above their level. Beyond these, I would like to propose the technique of narration as a simple 
way to help students develop listening and reading comprehension, attention to texts, and the foundations of writing skills. 
There are lots of great resources online for learning about narration. 

▪ Writing mechanics: These are the components of excellent writing that students must master in elementary school: 
▪ Parts of speech. This gives us vocabulary to use in discussing writing and literature. 


