
A Potpourri of Brain Builders and Family Fun        
 

 
 

Make thought-provoking learning challenges a fun part of every day/week  --  new word of the 

day/week; puzzle of the week; daily Sudoku or other types of logic, word, or math puzzles.  

 

Pick out something new to learn together as a family or with your child –chess, Sudoku, cooking, 

tennis, golf, painting, juggling…the possibilities are endless.  The talking and interaction of 

learning something new together as well as a chance for your child to see you model life-long 

learning and enthusiasm for learning are valuable experiences. 

 

Play thinker games -- in the car, waiting at a restaurant or the doctor’s office or standing in a line 

at the grocery store.  Many such games can be found in books at the library as well as online.  

Here are a few to get you started: 

 

Word Chain:  I say a word – “piano”.   Now you say a word that begins with the last letter in my 

word (o) – “orange”.  Now I say a word that begins with the last letter in your word.  Variation:  

require all the words to be in a certain category or subject – vegetables, things found in the 

ocean, desert, city, etc., sports things, … 

 

Categories:  Choose a category.  Each person names something in that category.   Keep going 

until no one can think of any more items.  Variation:  I name a list of words and you tell me the 

category. 

 

Three of a Kind:  I say three words that have something in common.  Now you try to tell me 

what it is they have in common – “donuts, golf course, notebook paper” – (They all have holes.”)  

Now you tell me three words and I figure out the category.  Extension:  Now add a 4th word to 

the group. 

 

Buzzz:  - First decide on a math category:  counting by 2s, 3s, 4s, etc., multiples of 3, odd 

numbers, even numbers, …  Now we begin counting.  When either of us comes to a number in 

that category, we have to say “buzz” instead of the number.  Here is how it would sound if we 

chose counting by 3s:  1, 2, buzz, 4, 5, buzz, 7, 8, buzz, 10, 11, buzz, and so on.  Multiple of 6 

would sound like:  1, 2, 3, 4, 5, buzz, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, buzz, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, buzz, 19, 20, 21, 

and so on.  Increase the difficulty by using 2 categories at once such as odd numbers that are 

multiples of 3:  1, 2, buzz, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, buzz, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, buzz, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, buzz, 

and so on. 



Math Story Problems: Make up math story problems for each other to solve.  Relate them to 

where you are or what you are doing at the time. Or practice mental math by slowly giving your 

child a problem to solve mentally:  “Start with 4, add 8, multiply by 3, subtract 20, double it, 

minus 5.”  Now let your child make up a mental math problem for you to figure out. 

 

Patterns:  Number patterns:  Make up a number pattern for your child to figure out.  He/she then 

tells you the next number in the series. – “2, 3, 5, 8, 12, 17, 23, ___?” (adding ascending 

numbers +1,+2,+3,+4,+5 +6, ).  “3, 6, 9, 12, 15, _____” (counting by 3s). “1, 5, 3, 7, 5, 9, 7, ___” 

(+4,-2,+4,-2,+4,-2…) 

 

Hang a map on the wall.  Mark where relatives and friends live, places being studied in school, 

places in the news, locations in books you are reading, etc. 

 

Learn to play an instrument, or at the very least, listen to different styles of music and discuss 

their similarities and differences.  Encourage your child to participate in music programs at 

school, church or the community.   

 

Designate a place for thought provoking questions, new things learned, puzzle or quote of the 

week, etc:  “Discovery Door”, “Thinker Wall”, a special bulletin board, or your refrigerator door 

– whatever is handy and easily visible.  Keep lots of post-it notes handy so new things can be 

easily added.  These things can be a catalyst for discussions, research, story starters, etc. 

 

Place books and comic books throughout the house – yes, in every room! – even the kitchen 

table!!  Jim Trelease, the Read-Aloud Handbook guy, says that there is a reason kids read cereal 

boxes at breakfast – there’s nothing else there to read! 

 

Encourage your children to bring something to share to the dinner table.  It’s their “Ticket to the 

Table”.  Even your preschoolers can join in on this.  If you have lots of kids, designate different 

days for different kids.  Kids can share anything of interest to them – a question to ponder, brain 

teaser, work they completed and are proud of, a poem to recite, a book they are reading, a current 

event to discuss, a problem they are trying to solve.   

 

Establish a rule – no electronics at the table – no exceptions mom and dad.  This says that our 

family time ranks above all else – even if it’s a quick dinner!!  One common factor apparently 

found among National Merit winners is that they consistently sit down and have dinner together 

as a family. 

 

Attend local concerts and productions.  Your local high school is a nearby and inexpensive 

source for these things. Colleges also host many events.  Check with various departments to see 

what is going on.  Many have events such as student recitals and drama performances listed on 

their websites.  If possible, attend a professional concert now and then.  Studies show that the 

thing which has the greatest impact on the development of a child’s musicality is attendance at 

live performances! 

 

Make family reading time a habit at your house – EVEN after the kids are old enough to read 

themselves!!!  Their listening vocabulary is so much greater/higher than their reading vocabulary 



and you can have some great discussions about the book.  Don’t have time?  Read aloud to your 

kids as they do dishes!  You get the dishes done and also enjoy a great book with your kids!  

Younger kids also love to snuggle up on their parents’ bed and read together before going to bed. 

 

Discuss and ask questions about the books you read and the movies and shows you watch. 

 

 What were some of your favorite parts and why? 

 What do you think would happen next if the story continued?  

 What do you think you might have done if you were that character? 

 Who was your favorite character and why? 

 What was the problem that had to be solved in this story, TV show, movie? 

 Did the problem get solved?  By whom? 

 Do you agree with how the character solved his problem? 

 What do you like or dislike about the pictures in this book? 

 Why do you think the illustrator drew the pictures this way? 

 What message was the author trying to share with this story, movie, TV show? 

  

 

 Encourage thinking with analogies, similes and metaphors.  Making connections between pieces 

of information practices both critical and creative thinking.  Lead children in this thinking by 

asking “What does this problem, story, activity, experience, chore, etc. make you think of?  What 

is it like or what does it remind you of?”   

 

 When I am doing research my brain is like a sponge soaking up lots of bits of 

 information. 

 

 During the timed math test, my brain was a computer that suddenly froze. 

 

 Music notes are like fractions:  a quarter note is like ¼ and a half note is like ½. 

 

 Reading a book is like going on a journey. 

 

 Working a really hard problem is like exercising my brain.   

 

 Days are to months just like months are to years. 

 

 Cleaning my room is like _________________. 

 

 Doing my homework is like ____________________. 

 

Expand this even further by encouraging your child to draw pictures of the connections.  Their 

critical thinking and creativity can result in some very interesting pictures. 

 

Play strategy games with your children – chess, checkers, Scrabble, Boggle, Racko, UNO, 

rummy, Mastermind, Mancala,… Talk about the strategies used in the games.  What makes a 

strategy game more than a game of chance or luck?  



Have art materials available – colored pencils, paint, markers, pencils for sketching, clay, colored 

paper, glue, whatever… Check out books from the library about different art projects, types of 

media, drawing lessons, etc.  Celebrate your children’s creations and the creative thinking they 

exhibited. 

 

Remember that the simplest or most routine activity has problem solving and thinking potential.  

A trip to the grocery store has endless possibilities – comparison shopping; reading and 

comparing labels; measurements, percentages, fractions; nutrition; prices per ounce/pound/slice;  

vocabulary;…  

 

Share your hobbies, interests, and talents with your child.  You have skills and abilities your 

children would enjoy learning -- woodworking, gardening, cooking, sports, knitting, 

painting…don’t overlook yourself as a teacher or resource!!  Lots of learning can be woven into 

the experience as well. 

 

Expose children to a variety of opportunities and experiences if possible.  Let your child explore 

sports, music, drama, dance, art, etc.  Emphasize the fun of learning something new and taking 

risks.  If possible, do some of these activities with your child or try learning something new 

yourself – model risk-taking as well as the intrinsic pleasure you derive from trying new things. 

 

Don’t fall into the “perhaps we will do that another year, another summer, some other time.” It is 

easy to say, “When he is a little older, we will take that trip or do that activity.” In a flash he will 

be too old or too busy with his own activities to do some of those things.  Time flies by so 

quickly!!  And because these kids are good at so many things, they will become very busy with 

their own lives and activities sooner than you would think.  Grab the moment while you can! 

 

Encourage kids to keep a journal.  It gets them in the habit of writing, can be a place to record 

ideas, quotes, brain teasers, etc, and it can be a therapeutic tool for kids as they get older.  Some 

teachers have their students keep a “thinking journal”.  If yours doesn’t, start one at home! 

 

Remember that many of the traits of these children that drive parents and teachers crazy are the 

very behaviors and characteristics we will value in them as adults – their intensity; tenacity; 

continual questioning and challenging of statements, ideas and boundaries; their wildly crazy, 

creative, and off-the-wall ideas; and their boundless and exhausting energy.  These are our 

visionaries, innovators, problem solvers, leaders, and thinkers of the future!   
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