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AUTHOR’S NOTE



In this book, all minors’ names are pseudonyms, and many (but not all) of the stories are amalgamations to protect individuals’ privacy.


Throughout the book, I make occasional references to the COVID-19 pandemic; at times, I use shorthand and refer to it as “the pandemic.” May it be the only pandemic you, I, and our kids have to live through!















INTRODUCTION



Your Middle School Superhero’s Origin Story




Sixth-grade girl: “I don’t like it when parents and teachers say, ‘You’re going through a lot.’ I like it when they say, ‘We’re going through a lot,’ and emphasize that we’re all in this together.”


Seventh-grade boy to fifth-grade boy: “If you want to tell a girl you like her, be polite and confident, but don’t be pushy and don’t stress too much. Hashtag speaking from the heart.”


My then eleven-year-old son: “If I promise to play wide receiver, can I try out for the football team?”


Me: “What does that have to do with anything?”


Him: “It’s middle school. No one can throw, so I’ll never get tackled.”




IN THE ANIMATED FILM SPIDER-MAN: INTO THE SPIDER-VERSE, NEW YORK City teen Miles Morales is thirteen when he gets bit by a radioactive spider. Overnight, his body changes. Suddenly, his pants are too short, he sweats profusely when he talks to a new girl at school, his hands stick stubbornly to everything (including the girl’s hair), and he’s acutely aware that kids are whispering about him in the hallway. As Miles takes stock of his disconcerting new reality, he concludes, “It must be puberty.”


Who could blame the kid for confusing supernatural superpowers with puberty? Middle schoolers and superheroes have a lot in common. They both get catapulted out of a world they know and sent on a jarring (and occasionally scarring) journey. At the start of their travels, they’re strangers to themselves and can feel as if their own bodies have betrayed them. It sounds a lot like middle school—and the turbulent times we’re living in seem to require superhuman strength to endure.


Conventional wisdom is that middle school will inevitably steal even the most confident child’s mojo. And let’s face it: the twenty-first century is a particularly difficult time in history to be parenting a middle schooler, between ever-present technology, divisive politics, rising challenges to kids’ mental health, and (while I was writing this book) a global pandemic as well as global instability in the wake of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. Heck, sending a kid into middle school with all this can be enough to steal a confident parent’s mojo, too.


But it doesn’t have to be that way. Actually, the tween years represent the perfect time to help kids leverage these setbacks—from the personal to the global—into resilience, teaching them the skills they’ll need to adapt in a lifetime of constant change. I don’t subscribe to the usual view of middle school as an inevitably difficult life stage. It may be known as the “age of embarrassment,” but it’s the “age of opportunity.” If we get it right, family, caregivers, and educators can leverage the bumps and bruises of middle school to turn out kids who have even more confidence than when they started, resilient kids who can roll with the punches and meet life’s challenges knowing they’ll come out OK on the other side.


Before I share how you can do that, let’s talk about what resilience is and what it is not.


What is resilience?


The term resilience has been so overused in recent years that many people either dismiss it as a trendy buzzword or don’t understand what it means. It’s not something you’re born with, such as an ear for music or world languages. A child’s ability to “bounce back” doesn’t necessarily correlate with the severity of a challenge. Two children can experience the same loss or bullying incident very differently, depending on their skills, personal histories, and protective factors such as their connections with others, positive role models or mentors, and the belief that they’re capable of making a difference in the world.


Being resilient also doesn’t mean you never fall apart. It means you keep moving forward. Whether a child is socially snubbed, is caught cheating, flubs lines in a play, gets cut from a team, has to move to a new school, or gets called out for posting something mean on social media, it hurts (and it should!), but they can actually come out in a better place. As psychologists Mary Alvord and Judy Grados explained in a review of the resilience literature, resilience is about developing a set of “skills, attributes, and abilities that enable individuals to adapt to challenges and difficulties, [and] can be strengthened as well as learned.”1 This is good news because while none of us has the power to shield our children from discomfort, we can help them recover and derive meaning from painful experiences.


There’s no “right” way to perceive a hardship, and there’s also no one right way to cope, but that’s the point—the hard stuff gives middle schoolers opportunities to figure out what works best for them in a given situation. Tweens need to not only be able to negotiate the highs, lows, and churn that characterize middle school but also navigate growing up in such a tumultuous time.


Turbulent times


As I said, it’s a particularly difficult time in history to be parenting a middle schooler. It’s hard to keep up with the pace of change. My first child, Ben, was born several weeks after the planes hit the World Trade Center, and my daughter, Emily, followed two years later. I sensed then that their childhoods would be different from my own, but I never could have predicted the magnitude and breadth of change that would occur by the time my youngest son, Alex, was born five years later. When I was writing this book, Alex was thirteen and in eighth grade, and he couldn’t even remember a world without iPads or cell phones.


Like the tweens (a.k.a. ten- to fourteen-year-olds) I work with in the school setting and private practice, Alex has grown up against a backdrop of explosive shifts in technology, school shootings, code red drills, the 24-7 news cycle, polarizing politics, racial injustice and inequity, a global pandemic, war, and a mental health crisis. It’s… a lot.


The data underscores how hard it is to be a middle schooler today. One in five tweens between the ages of nine and twelve has been exposed to cyberbullying (which researchers Sameer Hinduja and Justin Patchin define as “willful and repeated harm inflicted through the use of computers, cell phones, and other electronic devices”) as a witness, target, or aggressor.2 According to the Cyberbullying Research Center, 60 percent of students who experienced cyberbullying said that it “deeply affected their ability to learn and feel safe at school” while 10 percent reported skipping school at least once in the previous year because of it.3


Then there’s social media, which—depending on the study you read—we hear can either wreak havoc on a young adolescent’s self-esteem or help them find their people and boost their sense of belonging. But whether social media messes with their body image, normalizes their insecurities, or does a mixture of both, it can have an outsize impact on their well-being. That’s important to note because the mental health data is alarming. Childhood and adolescent eating disorders are on the rise.4 Sixteen percent of children ages twelve to seventeen had at least one major depressive episode in 2019, a 2 percent increase from 2018.5 The number of mental health–related emergency department visits for children ages twelve to seventeen increased by 31 percent beginning in April 2020, during the COVID-19 pandemic.6 The vast majority—81 percent—of teens say mental health is a significant issue for young people in the United States, and 64 percent of teens believe that the experience of COVID-19 will have a lasting impact on their generation’s mental health. On the upside, 82 percent want more open and honest talk about mental health issues.7


But numbers and statistics don’t tell the whole story. I’m seeing these stories unfold in real time. In my role as a school counselor, middle schoolers share the details of their lives with me daily, and I’m constantly partnering with their parents, school administrators, teachers, and—increasingly often—their therapists to help them. My goal is to help kids persist through frustration, endure uncertainty, see the glass as half-full in the face of disappointment, pursue healthy friendships, set good boundaries, be kind to themselves, and come out on the other side of any ordeal with their self-esteem intact. It’s not easy, but it’s also not impossible, and I wrote this book to help you help your child acquire all these skills.


The world has changed since you and I were in junior high, but there are some common, recurring middle school themes—and similar choices to make. Think of the seventh-grade girl who confides in a friend that she is depressed and has started cutting, but makes her overwhelmed friend promise she won’t tell anyone. Or the sixth grader who gets a friend to reveal that he has a crush on a specific friend and then blabs to the entire class. These days, that sixth grader might cajole a classmate into saying on camera that he wants to have sex with a specific girl, then forward the video to the entire grade without his permission. Not surprisingly, these choices have ripple effects. The boy who said he wanted to have sex with the girl might have regrets when she stops talking to him. The boy who forwarded the tape might prefer to face the consequences rather than own his part in the debacle. The girl who was mentioned by name might be too embarrassed to come to school the next day. Each ripple is a pain point for those involved, but also an opportunity. As the saying goes, good judgment comes from experience, and experience comes from bad judgment. It’s how middle schoolers learn to make smart choices.


Tweens operate in a complex social system and must solve problems in the absence of life experience or perspective, all while in the throes of puberty and with brains that aren’t yet fully developed. Their prefrontal cortex—or the part of the brain that handles executive functioning and making decisions—won’t fully mature until about age twenty-five.8 They’re changing faster than at any other time in their life other than between birth and age two. Mistakes are a given, particularly when emotions run high. On top of these challenges, their friendships are unstable; they often struggle to label feelings or ask for help; they have limited coping skills and tend to catastrophize; and they’re suddenly acutely aware of how they stack up to others.


Not surprisingly, middle schoolers misconstrue motives and make well-meaning mistakes. Consider the story of Sasha. When Sasha’s best friend, Jodi, overheard two classmates calling Sasha a loser and a fake, she secretly taped their conversation and sent Sasha the recording. “What kind of person does that?” Sasha’s mother asked me. “It’s so cruel—she had to know she’d make Sasha feel terrible.” I told her that it might be counterintuitive, but I believed that Jodi thought she was being a loyal friend.


To test my theory, the next day I shared the story with a group of sixth-grade students, then asked them whether they would have made the same choice. Almost all of them said yes. Several chimed in to say that Sasha should know whom she can trust. I then asked the kids a series of questions to encourage thoughtful analysis: Had they ever said something in passing that they didn’t really mean? How would they feel if someone recorded them insulting a classmate? Would they want to receive a recording of someone criticizing them? What could they do with that information, if anything? How does it feel when they accidentally make someone feel terrible? Is it OK to insult someone if it’s a private conversation? By the end of the discussion, almost the entire class had changed their minds. They recognized that telling Sasha only “spread the meanness.”


I love this exchange because it underscores how much coaching middle schoolers need and also how—contrary to the negative cultural rhetoric—they really do want to be good people and do the right thing; they are superheroes in the making. But their empathy is still developing, and they can have a hard time reading social cues and accurately interpreting feedback. This fact is significant because when tweens understand that their peers mostly wish them well, they have an easier time recovering from a social blow. They can at least entertain the possibility that no one intended to wound them.


Tweens are exquisitely sensitive to how they’re perceived, and they’re sponges, so adults wield enormous power to shape their values, boost their self-awareness, and help them learn to experiment, fail, and recover. Kids at this age also are curious, empathetic, perceptive, wise beyond their years, and brutally honest (which can come across as funny or mean, depending on the delivery). Middle school is a time when kids’ confidence can peak or plummet. By high school, they’re spending more time with peers and are less malleable. Which is why I view middle school as the “last best chance” to impart self-confidence and problem-solving skills—two primary building blocks of resilience. And resilience is a quality that’s sorely needed today.


In this book


Much has changed since I wrote my first book, Middle School Matters. For the first six months after it was published, I traveled and presented around the globe to parents, educators, and children, talking about the ten key skills that young adolescents need to thrive in middle school and beyond. I covered topics such as shifting friendships, bullying, gossip, sexuality, romance, puberty, learning challenges, homework, and character development. I even included a chapter on psychological resilience! But only a few years later, middle schoolers are growing up in an exponentially more complicated world and need a whole new set of skills to preserve their well-being. I can pinpoint the shift, which occurred right after I visited a school in the United Kingdom in 2020. I remember thinking that middle schoolers are the same everywhere, whether they live in New York, Vancouver, Los Angeles, London, or Chicago. After that trip, however, the world shut down overnight. I vividly recall my then sixth grader, Alex, coming home from school one day and saying, “They sent me home with every book I’m going to need for the rest of the school year. I’m thinking that can’t be good.”


From my first Zoom meeting to the rocky return to in-person school, I was aware that some kids fared better than others. To be clear, every middle schooler needs help managing disappointment and feeling a sense of belonging, but the pandemic amplified everything that makes a middle schooler a middle schooler. It wasn’t just their sensitivity; it was sensitivity on steroids. It wasn’t simply a lack of focus; it was a complete inability to stay grounded in their own bodies.


I soon realized I was dealing with a new kind of “extreme middle schooler,” which brought to mind the concept of universal design. Universal design is a framework that calls for the creation of products that benefit the widest possible range of people in the widest range of situations.9 For example, Sam Farber invented the OXO Good Grips vegetable peeler because his wife, Betsey, had arthritis and couldn’t hold a peeler.10 Farber’s design was not only more user-friendly for individuals with arthritis but also easier for everyone else to use.


And that awareness made me wonder: Could I apply the same concept to my work with kids? There’s already a universal design for learning framework that relates to designing inclusive approaches that recognize individual differences and remove barriers to learning. Could I come up with a universal design for “soft skills” such as dealing with disappointment and managing stress, identifying strategies that would not only help my “tweens” but also boost the confidence and resilience of all middle schoolers, regardless of their skills or backstories?


That’s where Middle School Superpowers comes in. Given the rapid changes in recent years, psychological resiliency now warrants a whole book. Each chapter draws from recent research, stories, and my professional experience to demonstrate how to develop one of twelve superpowers—or specific strengths that will equip kids to bounce back during the tricky middle school years (and later in life, too). At the top of each chapter, I list sample scenarios in which that skill would be particularly useful. Note, however, that many of the tips can be applied to a broad range of challenges, so experiment with your child. Each chapter also includes ideas for educators, top tips for parents, and various ways to get the conversation started with the middle schooler in your life. And throughout the book, there are dozens of practical, evidence-based ways to help your child develop the following twelve middle school superpowers.


The Twelve Superpowers




1. Super Flexibility, the power to manage change and uncertainty


2. Super Belonging, the power to find your place and make strong connections


3. Super Sight, the power to anticipate problems and make a plan


4. Super Vulnerability, the power to know when and how to ask for help


5. Super Bounce, the power to learn and recover from missteps


6. Super Agency, the power to find your purpose and take initiative


7. Super Force Field, the power to set healthy boundaries


8. Super Security, the power to take pride in your identity and step into someone else’s shoes


9. Super Healing, the power to cope and self-regulate emotions


10. Super Balance, the power to set a reasonable pace and realistic goals


11. Super Daring, the power to go out on a limb and take smart risks


12. Super Optimism, the power to find hope and humor in the hard stuff




In addition to covering these twelve superpowers, I include a few recurring features throughout the book, including Ideas for Educators, Top Tips for Parents, and How to Tackle the Topic with Your Middle Schooler. The Ideas for Educators are practical, actionable, and field-tested. Top Tips for Parents rounds up and summarizes the strategies outlined in each chapter. The How to Tackle the Topic with Your Middle Schooler sections include conversation starters and other concrete ways to initiate dialogue with your child. And in case you’re interested in discussing these issues with other adults, too, I’ve included parent and educator book club discussion guides in the Resources section.


Combine the turbulence of middle school with the turbulence in the outside world, and it’s no wonder that many caregivers are anxious and perhaps parenting more protectively. It might be counterintuitive, but tweens need more freedom to make mistakes, learn, and recover. If we don’t grant them that leeway, they won’t feel a sense of control over their own fate, and they’ll be more vulnerable to mental health issues. By the time you finish Middle School Superpowers, you will have an arsenal of strategies to help your child bounce back from anything—whether they lose an election; struggle with depression; get dumped by a friend, cut from a team, rejected by a crush, teased about their appearance, or shamed for making a mistake on social media; or feel weighed down by societal problems. (Maybe you’ll even pick up a tip or two for yourself!)


Every middle schooler is going to experience their fair share of indignities, but that’s what makes these years such a fertile time to teach kids the skills they need to wade through adversity—to experience their own origin stories, with all their ups and downs. That is true regardless of what’s happening in the world. Tweens need to know that bad things sometimes happen, but they’re not alone, and they can and will get through it. Our job is to help them embrace imperfection—and see themselves as the hero of their own story.
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Chapter 1



SUPER FLEXIBILITY


The Power to Manage Change and Uncertainty




Sample Scenarios




[image: image] Switching to a new school


[image: image] Feeling comfortable in your changing body


[image: image] Processing family changes (parents’ separation or divorce, the death of someone close to you)


[image: image] Moving to a new town


[image: image] Navigating growing up amid societal instability









Middle schooler: “Can I please join the Banana Splits group?”


Me: “That’s for kids whose parents are divorced or separated. Are yours?”


Middle schooler: “No, but sometimes my mom makes my dad sleep on the couch.”


Sixth-grade boy: “Can we just skip it?”


Me: “Health class?”


Him: “No. Puberty.”


Seventh-grade girl (returning to school mid-pandemic after a year of hybrid learning): “There was no lead-up, just, ‘Poof, you’re twelve.’ Everyone looks and acts so differently now. It feels like I only got to lease age eleven instead of getting to own the experience.”




WHEN JAE LEE EMIGRATED WITH HIS PARENTS AND YOUNGER sister from South Korea to Maryland twenty-five years ago, he was thirteen, didn’t speak English or have a green card, and left extended family behind. “At first, I was like, ‘Man, this is great,’ because in Korean culture, students are under enormous pressure to do well academically and I was looking forward to getting away from that,” he told me. The initial thrill wore off, however, as Lee and his younger sister spent week after week cooped up in a tiny four-hundred-square-foot apartment. The family’s attorney had cautioned Lee’s parents to delay enrolling the children in school to avoid arousing suspicion or risk getting deported.


“To say my family was stressed would be an understatement,” Lee said. “My parents would fight, but the walls were thin and there was no place to hide.” To drown out the chaos and cope with long stretches of boredom when his parents were at work, he alternated between playing music loudly and watching American movies on repeat, hoping to learn the language. Despite his best efforts, when he finally enrolled in school at the end of seventh grade, he was placed in the lowest level of the course for English learners. The class was housed in a remote part of the building where no one ever went unless they wanted to lift weights in a small, secondary gym tucked along the same corridor, which only reinforced Lee’s sense that he was “supposed to feel different or ashamed.” Throughout the transition, he had panic attacks. “I’d be sitting alone in bed, tears streaming down my face, listening to my parents scream at each other, feeling stuck in a new country with no friends, not knowing if we’d ever get green cards,” he recalled.


School eased the monotony but didn’t offer much relief. He had no friends yet, and two classmates would shoot spitballs in his direction and make fun of his English. Lee knew the boys were snickering at him, but he didn’t know the meaning of their insults or give them the reaction they expected, which only made things worse. While Lee was dealing with the barrage of slurs and insults, he also was helping his father translate complex housing, tax, and immigration documents into Korean, and he felt a heavy sense of responsibility. “I knew I had to keep myself together so I could take care of them,” he explained.


Despite the weeks of isolation, bullying, and uncertainty, Lee not only got through that rocky period—he thrived. Years later, at age twenty-six, he became one of the youngest school-based administrators ever appointed in Montgomery County Public Schools. Shortly after that, he was appointed the principal of Carderock Springs Elementary School in Bethesda, Maryland—the first Korean American male to be hired as a principal in the entire region. He’s now the head of Sheridan’s lower school.


When I asked Lee how he summoned the courage to get through such a painful period, he was pensive. “I was in survival mode, but I’ve always been optimistic, and I eventually made some real friends, which saved me.… Suddenly, I was part of a group of six friends who looked out for me. I wasn’t successful at school at the time, but I stopped feeling scared.” Lee also credits a teacher who was warm and recognized his courage and potential. That’s something Lee now tries to do for students, whether they learn differently, or they’re experiencing bullying at school or instability at home. He knows firsthand that when children see themselves as brave, flexible, and capable, they’re better equipped to persist through uncertainty, and their self-concept isn’t dependent on others’ opinions or approval.


That’s a tough message for any child to internalize, let alone an insecure middle schooler. Ambiguity can be as hard to cope with as more-tangible losses, and that’s true at any age. A 2016 study found that participants who were told they had a small chance of getting a painful electric shock felt more anxious than those who knew they would be shocked.1 And in a literature review, sociologists found that job insecurity can exact as big a toll on mental health as unemployment.2 Clearly, our ability to cope with ambiguity doesn’t just magically get better as we get older. That doesn’t mean parents are helpless to support their middle schooler, though. Here are ways you can help your child summon the strength and acquire the flexibility they need to handle change, whether it relates to moving to a new school or geographic area, dealing with the loss of a loved one, coping with changes in a family’s structure, adjusting to the internal and external changes associated with puberty, or simply growing up in a turbulent time.



Help them reappraise situations and change the narrative.


“I just want someone to tell me that everything is going to be OK,” the mother of one of my students said when her daughter first returned to school in person in 2021 during the COVID-19 pandemic. By then, children across the country had experienced nearly two years of academic disruption and sustained separations from family and friends that had contributed to a mental health crisis so extreme that the American Academy of Pediatrics was calling it a national emergency.3 It’s no wonder this parent was stressed.


None of us can ever promise that everything will be OK, but middle schoolers need their caregivers to be reassuring and calm in a crisis. That means that no matter what’s happening in their world, we tell them that we hope and believe things eventually will feel more settled. More importantly, we tell them we have confidence in their ability to manage uncertainty and will always be by their side supporting them, no matter what happens.


“The goal is to build a child’s ability to tolerate discomfort and know that—while we can’t control all that happens—we can do something about much of our lives,” psychologist Mary Alvord told me over dinner the night before I attended her presentation on resilience at an Association for Middle Level Education (AMLE) conference in Nashville, Tennessee. Alvord, who wrote Conquer Negative Thinking for Teens, suggests that instead of dwelling on hardship or disappointment, for instance, you can point out to your child how much they’ve grown from their experiences. Maybe they learned to find humor in dark moments or found ways to approach uncertainty courageously, with a spirit of adventure rather than fear. Or perhaps they discovered that one way to help themselves is by helping others. No one would wish adversity on their child, but the silver lining, or at least a shade of gray, is that they can emerge with life skills they wouldn’t have acquired otherwise. Research shows that forced periods of uncertainty can lead to greater levels of satisfaction, gratitude, and flexibility later in life.4



Normalize change and provide middle schoolers with accurate information.


Speaking of life changes, middle schoolers need Super Flexibility to navigate the physical and emotional shifts that accompany puberty, making it as jarring as any geographic move and worthy of its own section, which is why I want to spend some time talking about it now. “I can’t stop crying,” one of my fifth-grade students told me as she sat in my office. “Everything stresses me out, including the fact that I’m always crying! I don’t have my period yet, but I’m wondering—could this be puberty?”


“It could be,” I said. “It could be related to the mood fluctuations of puberty, or you might have other things on your mind. It could even be both. What do you think?”


The girl played with a bubble fidget she scooped out of a basket on my bookshelf. “I think I’m mostly worried about what will happen when I get my period for the first time. What if one minute I’m sitting in math class just minding my own business, and the next minute I’m gushing blood all over the place?”


I felt for her. “I won’t say that’s impossible, but it’s pretty unlikely,” I told her. “When you get your period for the first time, you’ll probably see a small amount of blood, and that will be your signal that it’s time to use a tampon or pad.” I explained that the nurse keeps supplies on hand, and she also could ask me or any other adult in the school for help. If she anticipated feeling nervous about asking for help, I added, she could keep a pad in her backpack at all times.


She stopped popping bubbles and looked up as she considered that advice. “OK, how about after the first month? Could I bleed all over myself at school then?”


I considered her question. In a weird coincidence, that had happened to another girl, a sixth grader, that same day. What were the odds? I decided to normalize her fear. “It’s not common, but it has happened,” I said. “A student had to call home for new pants. She was embarrassed enough to want to talk to me before heading back to class, but she got through it, and no one teased her.” I’ve found that tweens worry less when adults help them play out a worst-case scenario all the way to the end. They usually realize the fallout wouldn’t be as catastrophic as it was in their imagination. “What would you do if that happened to you?” I asked her.


“I think I’d change into my gym shorts, or maybe see if one of my friends had a change of clothes,” she replied. Her body language relaxed, and she walked over to my bookshelf to pick up a book about puberty.


“You can borrow it if you’d like,” I said. She nodded, tucked the book out of sight between her T-shirt and sweatshirt, and then headed back to class.


While girls are more likely than boys to come talk to me about puberty, every middle schooler wants information. That doesn’t mean they find it comfortable to receive it. Fifth and sixth graders typically shriek when I show up for the first health and wellness class. Out of curiosity, I hit the timer on my phone one year, and I can report that it took six long minutes to get from “first shriek” to “ready to learn.” The students do eventually relax enough to take advantage of opportunities to ask questions, whether they raise their hands, scribble their thoughts anonymously on sticky notes, or leave questions on my desk.


There are some perennial favorites, such as: “Does puberty hurt? What is it like to go through puberty first? What if you’re the last?” Often, the questions have more to do with romantic interest or sexual attraction: “Is it normal to have crushes? Is it normal not to have crushes? Is it OK to have crushes on people of the same gender?” (Kids tend to overfreight the importance of “normal” in middle school, so I try to underscore that attraction is very individual and everyone moves at their own pace.) I’m honest about the discomfort of puberty and let them know they might experience growing pains or cramps or feel awkward. That tends to be true whether they’re the first or the last to go through puberty.


I reassure kids that they don’t have to know everything about themselves right out of the gate. It’s stressful for middle schoolers when they can’t tell whether what they’re experiencing is romantic attraction, sexual interest, or a desire to be more like a friend they admire. I also reassure them that it’s normal to feel weird around someone they like—or even want to avoid them completely. Let your child know they can expect a wide range of emotions, from excited to giddy to tongue-tied to shy or paralyzed. With fifth- and sixth-grade students, I typically initiate at least one whole-class conversation per year about “crush etiquette.” Recently, a fifth-grade boy and a fifth-grade girl who had been teased about their crushes asked to plan that lesson with me. They came up with a bunch of scenarios—harassing someone to reveal their crush, pressuring someone to spill a friend’s crush, teasing someone for having a crush, and asking someone repeatedly whether they like them after they said they don’t—and then determined as a group whether each one represented a “do” or a “don’t.” (All of the above were deemed big “don’ts.”)


The whole topic can lead kids to feel overwhelmed, anxious, melancholy, or ambivalent about growing up. A sixth grader recently asked me, “What if I don’t want puberty? Can I just stay a kid?” My heart went out to that child. Some kids question why they need to learn about this stuff at all or ask a variation of that question: “If I’m a boy, why do I need to learn about girls’ bodies?” I always explain that it’s important to understand how everyone’s bodies work. I want to demystify puberty and dispel the notion that there’s anything shameful or secretive. When kids have good information, they are less scared and are less likely to say something hurtful to someone about their body parts or bodily functions.


Extinguish fear with exposure and connection.


At the precise moment when kids most need to feel like they belong, we typically take them out of the elementary school they’ve attended for years and put them on a bus to a much bigger feeder school. At Fulton Middle School in Missouri, principal Beth Houf makes home visits in the summer to all her new incoming sixth graders to ease their anxiety. She dons spirit gear, sings on social media about her plans to visit kids, then heads out the door with a few colleagues. When her students see their future principal at the front door, they often need a moment to recover from the shock. Once they relax, however, they start spilling their fears: “How will I know where to go? Will I still see my old friends if they’re not in any of my classes? What if I have no one to sit with at lunch?”


Parents can feel equally unsettled about the transition, whether they have their own painful memories of the phase, are unsure of their role in the new setting, or worry that their child will have trouble making the developmental leap. As you talk about the shift, try not to convey your apprehension or repeat the trope that middle school is a time to dread. Your child is looking to you to gauge how they should react to a situation. If you seem alarmed, they’ll feel less safe. Process any complicated feelings with a friend, partner, or therapist in private so you can be a steady, calm, and consistent presence throughout the transition.


While it’s important to stay positive, don’t be inauthentic. Let your child know that they’ll be navigating a more complex world. “My daughter is in fifth grade, and until she makes the transition, she only has to focus on relationships with one primary teacher and twenty-five classmates,” Shawn DeRose told me on the phone.5 At the time, he was principal of Glasgow Middle School in northern Virginia and knew firsthand that his daughter would soon be interacting with seven different teachers and more than one hundred kids every day. Despite his extensive experience working with the age group, he told me that he questioned his instincts when his oldest daughter went to middle school. “I had this sense that she was becoming a teenager and that I shouldn’t get as involved because she didn’t seem to want that,” he told me. “But when I put on my principal’s hat, I know the exact opposite is true. The most successful parents are right there alongside their child—but supporting them, not fighting their battles.”


Find out what your child is concerned about and try to extinguish their anxiety with small exposures. Adults tend to think big picture and assume kids are worrying about getting bullied, making friends, or managing more-intense academics, but typically their concerns are practical or logistical. “How will I make it from one class to the next in three minutes without getting lost? When will I have time to use the restroom?” The more we can do in advance to familiarize them with their new surroundings and routine, the less they’ll struggle. If you can, visit the school at a quiet time, walk the grounds or hallways, and peek into classrooms. Sign your child up for an orientation program or mock school day and help them make plans with future classmates in the summer. If they’re still overwhelmed, set up a meeting with their school counselor or an administrator. Prepare them for different scenarios, too. If they get lost, for instance, explain that they can stop an adult, establish eye contact, and firmly say, “I’m new and don’t know where to go.” If they’re worried about whom they’ll sit with at lunch, you might suggest they make plans to meet a friend outside the entrance of the cafeteria. As Mary Alvord noted, “At the core of resilience is self-efficacy. You can’t control your schedule, where the classes are, or what teachers you get, but you can control being prepared, listening, and finding academic buddies you can call if you miss something.”


Let them know that no matter how much they prepare, they’re going to feel unmoored and out of place at times. You don’t want them to panic when they don’t instantly feel a sense of belonging. “If a new sixth grader has no one to sit with in the lunchroom one day or bombs a test, they may start to question whether they fit in socially or can succeed academically,” explained Geoffrey Borman, a professor at the University of Wisconsin at Madison. Borman and his colleague Chris Rozek, now an assistant professor at Washington University in St. Louis, did research to ascertain whether it was possible to bolster kids’ sense of belonging by underscoring that all students have difficulty at the start of middle school, but they eventually feel better.6 The students in their study read and reflected on comments purportedly made by real seventh graders in the past. The students said things such as “I felt like I had a knot in my stomach in my first few months and was afraid to talk to my teachers. I worried that they thought I was dumb, but they believe in you even when you get bad grades, and they want to help you get better.” Borman’s findings show that students who got the intervention liked school, trusted their teachers more, and were more invested in doing well.


To achieve a similar result, share examples of times you experienced self-doubt in middle school, and offer them books that normalize feeling out of sorts or that use humor to help them feel less alone. Two books I like for this purpose are How to Survive Middle School by Donna Gephart and Awkward by Svetlana Chmakova. You can read them, too. It will give you a common language and a runway to address their fears. If adults don’t help tweens process big emotions, tweens’ feelings can get in the way of their ability to learn and concentrate.


To help you stay connected with your child during the transition, mine school newsletters and social media feeds for clues about their daily life and use them to initiate conversation. This can be particularly helpful if your kid, as is typical of many middle schoolers, suddenly becomes less talkative. Shortly after my son Alex started middle school, I asked him what he had done that day in PE. “We ran,” he told me. “Could you expand on that?” I asked him. “Around the track,” he replied.


Houf posts more than one hundred pictures a day to ensure parents have talking points. “We want families to know, ‘Hey, my kid was dissecting frogs today,’” she told me. Consider getting involved, too, whether you volunteer, join the parents’ association, or participate in a parent-teacher book club. You might get some mixed messages from your child, and you don’t want to crowd them, but you also don’t want to opt out completely.


Make space for their concerns, no matter how insignificant they may seem.


The pandemic gave us a window into the toll that prolonged uncertainty can take on tweens, impacting everything from their focus to self-regulation. When my school resumed in-person classes mid-pandemic, for instance, I watched as a fifth-grade boy splayed on his stomach across his chair in class, his arms extended like Superman. He wasn’t trying to be funny; he simply was trying to ground himself and stay rooted in his own body. After months of toxic stress, his ability to pay attention and self-regulate had been compromised, and as much as he detested remote learning, the return to school hadn’t been a panacea.


I reached out to several psychologists and educators by phone at the time, and they all said this student’s behavior was not unique. “The first thing educators need to understand is the toll that the year [took] on each person’s nervous system,” pediatric psychologist Mona Delahooke, the author of Beyond Behaviors: Using Brain Science and Compassion to Understand and Solve Children’s Behavioral Challenges, told me. “Nobody was immune from the stress of having to leave a familiar environment overnight, and our bodies and brains adapt differently to the new situation.” While some students looked disengaged or detached, others slouched, fidgeted, or moved more. The one constant was that all of them felt small and powerless and needed heavy doses of compassion and patience.


That will be true any time kids experience a big change in their lives, particularly unwanted change. You can’t always alter a child’s circumstances, but you can ask them how you can best support them and be compassionate about ordinary middle school concerns, too. Along those lines, a student left a note on my desk the Friday before my school shut down in March 2020. At the time, news outlets from Italy to Washington, DC, were grimly covering the start of a global crisis and people were selling sanitizer on the black market, but this student wrote, “Hey Ms. Fagell, can you explain to seventh graders why pimples happen?” Tweens process differently than adults. No pandemic is going to stop them from analyzing a mildly offensive comment someone posted on social media or worrying about a botched assignment.


Make space for them to talk about the small stuff when life is topsy-turvy; in fact, that’s when they’ll most want pockets of normalcy. I observed this with my son Alex, who was eleven and in sixth grade when his school first shut down. The following week, he got an email from his baseball coach, Ava Benach, on what should have been his first day of baseball practice. “Hi team,” she wrote. “I wanted to send a brief link of Juan Soto that shows you what a remarkably disciplined hitter he is. This is a two-pitch sequence from Justin Verlander (no slouch) during the World Series.” The coach goes into more detail about the clip, then urges each player to toss a pop fly to themselves or to a sibling, get in some tee work, or simply hold a baseball in their hands. Benach instinctively knew what Alex and the other boys on her team needed most: to feel that all wasn’t lost, that they were still members of a team, and that they still had a coach who cared about them.


When change is the constant


Growing up today is complicated, to say the least. On top of the pandemic, tweens today are living with divisive politics, racism, emergency drills, school violence, economic instability, and climate change. Uncertainty is their norm. In 2020, I asked David Aronoff, the director of the Division of Infectious Diseases at Vanderbilt University Medical Center, about school safety measures to prevent COVID spread. His reply captured the extent of the unknown at the time: “We’re trying to have a picnic in the middle of a forest that’s on fire, and we’re asking questions like, ‘How do we get to the open patch in the middle? Should we bring buckets of water? Where should we park?’”


It’s difficult to explain things to kids that we’re still trying to understand ourselves, and sometimes there simply are no answers. Once an adult helps a child understand their feelings, they can help them figure out what they need to do to feel better. They can’t vanquish sadness, for instance, but they can talk to a trusted adult, repeat a mantra such as “This won’t last forever,” or shift the focus to helping others. “‘We not me’ will get them through hard times,” said Michele Borba, author of UnSelfie: Why Empathetic Kids Succeed in Our All-About-Me World. “Feeling ‘with’ someone is the best cure for depression.” Whether your child is ruminating about school violence, terrorism, war, the outcome of an election, or animals that are in danger of extinction, structure can help them feel safe. Let them know that there are things they can count on with certainty, whether that’s a predictable schedule, consistent behavioral expectations, or a nightly check-in conversation.7


Change is unsettling, but that doesn’t mean it’s “bad.” When eighth graders tell me they’re nervous about transitioning to high school, for instance, I explain that change is hard because they know what they’re giving up, but they don’t know what they’re getting. As you help your child develop the “super strength” of managing change and uncertainty, remind them that the discomfort won’t last forever. Middle schoolers can also take comfort in knowing that the discomfort of change is a universal experience. It helps them to feel like they are part of a group—that they belong. And Super Belonging is the middle school superpower we’ll cover next.


Idea for Educators: Introduce a mix of novelty and routine.


While the students at my school knew that their day was going to start with an advisory period when we first returned from virtual learning during the pandemic, the staff tried to inject some fun by bringing in puppies and renting an inflatable obstacle course for PE. When we had to transform the cafeteria and gym into multiple rooms to accommodate a larger number of small cohorts, the teachers in those spaces would let students fly paper airplanes over the open-ceiling wall or toss balls into the basketball hoops that lined the walls.


Across the country, schools tried to offset the choreographed sameness of students’ days. When students surpassed a fundraising goal at Fletcher Elementary School in San Diego, for instance, teachers made good on their promise to get slimed, and their principal, Jeff Friedenberg, took a couple of pies to the face. Introducing these kinds of novel experiences keeps school feeling fresh and exciting and boosts students’ happiness. “Structured fun” tends to strike just the right balance. That might mean that a school organizes a field day, gives students an opportunity to slime teachers, or sets up a life-size game of Jenga. Middle schoolers tend to feel self-conscious and awkward even when things are going well, and too much freedom and unstructured time can lead to poor choices and unwanted social drama.


I saw the importance of walking that line during COVID-19 and again when life resumed more normalcy. During the pandemic, married teachers Chris Lun and Monica Hepburn hosted a live, weekly interactive Zoom TV show in Bethesda, Maryland, called Power Hour. The pair created the show, a joint venture between Thomas W. Pyle Middle School and North Bethesda Middle School, when their students were still learning virtually and felt disconnected from adults and peers. During the school day, the students complained, no one would turn on their cameras. In contrast, Power Hour created a more intimate space where kids could meet new friends face-to-face, play games, share jokes, compete in Kahoot! contests, and interact with the show’s hosts and other teachers and administrators who made surprise appearances. For the kids, it was the online equivalent of being a guest instead of the host at a party. They could hang out with their classmates without bearing the burden of entertaining them.


At an end-of-year celebration for eighth graders in 2022 at Irving Middle School in Springfield, Virginia, principal Cindy Conley was surprised by something her post-lockdown students were doing. About twenty boys began playing the game duck-duck-goose. Soon, more than fifty boys were playing the game, one that is usually enjoyed by much younger children. “That never happened pre-pandemic,” Conley told me. “But some of these kids left in sixth grade and came back as instant eighth graders, and I don’t think I anticipated how much the elementary part was still in them.” I also spoke to Larry Haynes, the principal of Oak Mountain Middle School in Birmingham, Alabama, who offers alternate activities for kids at school dances. He might have board games in the cafeteria or a kickball tournament outside. He recognizes that students need low-pressure opportunities to come together and practice social skills.





[image: image] Top Tips for Parents




• Point out to your child how much they’ve grown as they have had to navigate change, and praise them for exercising flexibility.


• Provide structure, whether that’s a predictable schedule, consistent behavioral expectations, a nightly check-in conversation, or a designated space where they routinely study.


• Play out their worst-case scenario to help them figure out what they would need to manage it.


• Give them access to developmentally appropriate information about puberty. Be open to their questions.


• Stay involved, whether you volunteer in the building, join the parent association, or participate in a parent-teacher book club.










[image: image] How to Tackle the Topic with Your Middle Schooler




• Talk about a time when you felt anxious or lost and how you handled it. For instance, you might say, “I stopped an adult and said, ‘I’m new. Can you help me find the gym?’”


• Ask, “What do you think will be the biggest adjustment?” Help them find practical ways to address specific fears, such as learning how to use a combination lock in advance.


• Read and discuss books that normalize feeling out of sorts, such as How to Survive Middle School by Donna Gephart or Awkward by Svetlana Chmakova.


• Mine school newsletters and social media feeds for clues about your child’s daily life and use these snippets to initiate conversation. You might say, “I saw on Twitter that an astronaut spoke to students during the Friday morning assembly. What did she have to say?”
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Chapter 2



SUPER BELONGING


The Power to Find Your Place and Make Strong Connections




Sample Scenarios




[image: image] Finding new friends when you’ve been “dumped”


[image: image] Outgrowing a close friend


[image: image] Making friends when you’re the “new kid”


[image: image] Learning how to identify right-fit, supportive friends


[image: image] Developing social skills


[image: image] Connecting with adults


[image: image] Managing crushes


[image: image] Coping with loneliness or isolation


[image: image] Wishing you were more popular









Me to a few middle schoolers: “Maybe there’s some magical, shiny, unicorn seventh grader in Glitterland who never gets lonely, but I’ve yet to meet them.”
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