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FOREWORD



I GIVE PRESENTATIONS TO THOUSANDS OF PARENTS AROUND THE world, and their biggest concerns always revolve around middle school—everything from shifting friendships to character development to learning and preparing kids for an unknown, changing world. Parents may ask me how they can help their kids recover from social rejection or bullying, or how they can instill honesty, empathy, responsibility, and kindness. You may wonder: When is the best time to give my child a phone, let them use social media, or take public transportation alone? How much should I be helping them with homework, monitoring their online behavior, or communicating with their teachers? What are the signs that my child could have a learning or attentional challenge? And just how much stress, moodiness, and anxiety is normal for a middle schooler? You may have heard that focusing on grades and test scores won’t create happy, successful, thriving kids, but it’s a confusing message. You might be thinking, “Okay, but what am I supposed to be doing instead?”


Well, take a deep breath and relax. What you have in your hands is golden. Phyllis is the perfect person to address these questions and to write this book. She’s an extraordinary middle school counselor with many years of experience. I’ve watched her in action with students, and she has rapport, competence, and compassion. She gives wonderful, profound, spot-on 

advice to help kids solve whatever issues they’re facing. Because she’s in the field working with children every day, she’s privy to thoughts the rest of us don’t often hear, and she’s able to help you make sense of your child’s feelings and behavior. She helps you see them through a different lens so you can leverage their strengths and stay close. You may not be able to use the same strategies that worked when your child was six or eight, but Phyllis gives you all the tools you need to make the most of these make-or-break years. This is a book that will allay any fears you have about your power as a parent.


Phyllis not only has advised thousands of parents in her capacity as a counselor, therapist, writer, and speaker, but she’s also the mother of three children, including two teens and a tween. She’s steeped in the phase, presenting at national conferences and schools and interviewing educators, students, and parents across the world. As a result, she’s been able to identify the most pressing, key issues for middle schoolers today. One thing is clear: We’re not the only ones concerned about this age group, and Phyllis’s advice applies to kids everywhere.


There are many reasons I’m delighted to be writing this foreword, and many reasons why I think this is the best book out there on middle school. For starters, Phyllis’s advice is not only practical and proven, but it’s grounded in breaking new studies. She’s a constant reader, and I can guarantee you that you’re reading the most cutting-edge research available. She turns evidence-based ideas into common sense, reassuring, and concrete advice. She’s always up to date, and she knows how to empower middle school–age kids. She doesn’t just provide tips on how to deal with issues such as bullying, cliques, or poor grades. Her writing is far more nuanced, she digs deep to find the real issues at hand, and she contextualizes information so she can offer targeted advice. For example, she doesn’t force social media into its own category. Instead, she addresses the topic anywhere it would crop up in a middle schooler’s life, including in relation to sleep, self-regulation, homework completion, gossip, and sexting.


What also sets Middle School Matters (MSM) apart is that it translates kids’ needs and concerns into simple, direct, easy interventions that have a 

big impact. Too often, we make parenting more complicated than it needs to be. MSM offers everything—conversation starters, stories, examples, statistics, resources, tips from experts, news stories, and anecdotes—so you can handle all kinds of scenarios. It’s a road map for raising a healthy, happy, resilient, and ethical child.


At the heart of the book are middle schoolers themselves. There’s an accumulation of student voices throughout the book that lend authenticity. Those voices are also a reality check. We read about kids’ worries, wins, fears, insecurities, and dreams for the future. We hear glorious stories of big-hearted, courageous kids making a difference, and get a glimpse into what they want from us, their parents. We learn about possible gaps in their knowledge, and we begin to grasp just how different their world is from the one we remember. We also learn how to connect with our child without violating their desire for privacy. The underlying message is clear: this isn’t a phase to dread or the time to back off. In fact, these are years to cherish.


One of my favorite sections—and I bet it will be one of your favorites as well—is the final chapter. The book shares the advice recent middle school graduates would give themselves, their parents, and current middle schoolers. One teen said, “Parents need to ask a lot of questions. Just sit down and talk about life, about their social drama, about academics, about whatever is on their mind, and let them know you hear them. Tell them you get that it’s difficult, and maybe Mary Jo isn’t being the best friend right now—but don’t just jump in and give advice.” The ideas they share parallel what Phyllis has been saying all along, but we get to hear it from a different set of voices.


Parenting is a work in progress; we’re all constantly trying to get better, there’s no instruction manual, and guilt and shame have no place in advice. MSM reaffirms this idea and encourages parents to help their child identify and take pride in their hidden superpowers. Above all, MSM wants you to be an unwavering source of support for your child and to stay optimistic and open-minded through their inevitable ups and downs. If you take MSM to heart, a couple of things will happen. You’ll be a better parent, and you and your child will become kinder, better, more resourceful, inclusive, 

ethical people. And isn’t that what we’re all trying to do? We all want to raise a good, strong person who wants to improve the world and who can do so because we’ve empowered them. This is the way to grow and evolve alongside your child. After reading this book, I know you’ll be able to make the most of these years, and I bet you’ll even enjoy them!


—DR. MICHELE BORBA, author of UnSelfie: Why Empathetic Kids Succeed in Our All-About-Me World














INTRODUCTION



MENTION THE WORDS “MIDDLE SCHOOL” AND MOST ADULTS groan. I get it. Even if we handled the phase with grace, we’re wired to remember the bad and downright awkward moments. I have my own mental catalogue: succumbing to pressure to weigh myself at a sleepover. Getting tossed out of classes for giggling uncontrollably and passing notes. Eking by with a D in seventh-grade math. Creating a “slam book” with friends so we could describe one another’s flaws in detail. That seemed like a perfectly reasonable idea at the time, but the comments stuck. (It was thirty years before I cut my bangs again.) At twelve, peer approval was everything.


Kids are navigating a different world today, but middle school is equally memorable. No one gets out unchanged. Middle school is a stew of simmering hormones, shifting relationships, and increased expectations. Mere months separate elementary from middle school, but the shift is seismic. Suddenly, kids are yanked out of childhood and tossed into adolescence. They have to master locker combinations, multiple courses, and new routines. There’s an influx of new students and greater academic demands. All of this is exciting, but leaves them feeling unmoored when they most want to belong and fit in.




This is why middle school can seem like an endless soap opera featuring complicated characters, from the thirteen-year-old girl who takes pictures of herself in provocative poses and shares them with complete strangers, to the twelve-year-old boy who does his homework every night but refuses to turn it in. A mature eighth-grade boy may baffle his parents by sticking his head in a toilet for fun on social media. A once-easygoing fifth grader may lash out at anyone who looks at her the wrong way in sixth grade. A seventh-grade soccer player may shut down when he gets cut from the school team. As painful as this is for them to experience, it can be even more excruciating to witness. Your kids may seem unrecognizable to you and feel like strangers to themselves.


Your child’s lack of life experience exacerbates already heightened emotions. Adults tend to look back on that phase and remember only the intensity, but kids can emerge from this vulnerable period feeling happy, competent, and prepared for high school and adult life. Missteps are inevitable and shouldn’t be seen as disasters. It feels counterintuitive, but those slips actually build resilience. It’s tough to strike the right balance between supporting kids and impeding their emerging autonomy.


When I graduated from junior high school in 1987, I never imagined that someday I’d work in one. It took me a while to find my way back, but I’ve now been through middle school three times: as a student, as a parent, and now as a counselor. I started my career as a journalist writing about health and science. After the birth of my second child, I decided to change careers, becoming a licensed therapist and professional school counselor. Little did I know that my oldest son would start middle school the same year I began working in one! The following year, my daughter started sixth grade. (For the record, as of this writing, that’s two kids down, one to go.) On top of that, I was seeing middle school kids and their parents in private practice.


Not surprisingly, I’ve become a little obsessed with this age group. Shortly after I started working as a middle school counselor, I began writing for the Washington Post about the stuff that keeps me fired up at night: busting myths, stereotypes, and outdated beliefs about learning, gender differences, mental health, and communication. Rethinking how we foster autonomy, teach self-regulation, and frame success. Instilling honesty, kindness, and resilience. I’ve looked to other fields from character 

education to technology for inspiration. I’ve spent the past few years interviewing psychologists, teachers, writers, researchers, students, physicians, parents, entrepreneurs, administrators, consultants, and maker educators. Along the way, I’ve developed and honed my own approach. One thing is clear: we need a new middle school mind-set.


As a counselor, I’ve vicariously experienced so much anxiety, but even so, I’ve started to question the cliché about middle school as an unavoidable period of misery that must be endured. After working with hundreds of kids and parents, I believe we’ve got the paradigm all wrong. Yes, middle school is messy, dramatic, and confusing at times, but it’s also the perfect time to proactively build character and confidence.


I’ve seen this happen so many times. When I first started working with a sixth-grade girl named Rebecca, she was obsessed with her grades. Every night, she’d dissolve into tears, terrified that she had bombed a test. Her parents and I worried that she’d buckle under the increased pressure of high school. For the next two years, we worked together to teach Rebecca relaxation strategies, encourage balance, and help her avoid catastrophizing. By eighth grade, she was back on an even keel. The high school transition ended up being a non-event.


Joey, an eighth-grade ringleader, took school in stride but felt little empathy for classmates. He’d roll his eyes when someone got a wrong answer. He’d whisper to friends about other kids’ lack of athleticism. When the gym teacher would ask him to cut it out, Joey would say he wasn’t there to make friends. One weekend, Joey started a group text chain, telling a bunch of friends that a girl in their class had been hooking up with boys at other schools. It wasn’t true, and when the girl’s parents found out, they complained to school staff and other eighth-grade parents.


Joey was furious that adults were “badmouthing” him to one another instead of addressing him directly. He accused them of acting more like middle schoolers than grown-ups. He may not have seen the irony, but he took on gossip as his personal cause. He led a gradewide discussion about conflict resolution and respect. As a result, he improved the social dynamics for everyone.


These types of wins are the reason I love kids this age. They’re flawed, curious, impressionable, and receptive to new ideas. They’re sensitive to 

injustice, empathetic, and attuned to one another’s needs. They’ll tell me if a girl is cutting herself with a pair of nail scissors she’s carting around in her pencil case. If a boy is skipping meals or his mood plummets abruptly, I’m likely to hear about it. When kids are instructed to tell an adult, that often means the school counselor. I frequently hear things that others don’t, and I take that responsibility seriously.


As a counselor, I also hear from parents and guardians, who have asked me all kinds of questions, from the practical to the philosophical. Should they pay their children to get good grades? Should they make them stick with activities they hate? Is there a way to ensure they make good relationship choices? They question their instincts because this isn’t the world they grew up in, when good grades and a slew of extracurricular activities set students up for the “right” college and successful careers. Parents are equally mystified by their kids’ online social lives. It’s a whole new era with many unknowns, and that can feel scary.


Understandably, parents want to control whatever variables they can. It’s discombobulating to realize how much is beyond their reach, from their kids’ shifting friendships to their interests and passions. While there’s no magical parent who holds the secret to connecting with teens or launching them on the right path, no one should be throwing up their hands. The parent of a tantrum-prone two-year-old doesn’t say, “You know, this kind of sucks, so I’m just going to hang back. When he’s three, I’ll teach him how to use his words.” Similarly, parents of middle schoolers can’t afford to sit this phase out.


Middle schoolers are young enough to be unjaded, but old enough to grasp sophisticated concepts. They can experiment, grow, and veer off course while the stakes are low. It’s the ideal time to impart strategies, teach social-emotional skills, and foster integrity and healthy risk-taking. Rather than merely helping our kids to survive these years, we should look instead to set them up to thrive. If we get it right, we’ll equip them to manage social turmoil, maintain reasonable academic expectations, and make well-considered decisions throughout their lives. Contrary to conventional wisdom, kids can emerge from middle school stronger and wiser for their struggles. Adults can and should play an active role in that process.




The good news is you aren’t helpless. You add value by sharing both your positive and negative life experiences, offering unconditional love, modeling critical thinking, and giving them tools to manage setbacks. I’ll provide a road map and outline concrete strategies for a wide range of scenarios, from “getting fired” by friends to managing a learning or attention issue. I’ll also debunk many of the persistent myths about middle schoolers. By the time you finish this book, I want you to feel empowered to handle any middle school situation—and to see it as the once-in-a-lifetime opportunity it is for your child.














CHAPTER 1



WHAT’S THE BIG DEAL ABOUT MIDDLE SCHOOL?




“I’ve always loved middle school because kids are intellectually growing so much and discovering what they’re passionate about, but still young and not too obsessed with whether they’re cool. You can still capture that little kid part of them, but they’re ready to go intellectually. It’s that combination that’s magical.”


—SALLY SELBY, FORMER PRINCIPAL OF SIDWELL FRIENDS MIDDLE SCHOOL





WHAT SETS MIDDLE SCHOOLERS APART? MIDDLE SCHOOL IS when life begins to get more complicated for kids, but it’s not just the setting that makes it different. The psychologist G. Stanley Hall first identified early adolescence as a unique phase in 1904. By the 1950s, pioneering Swiss psychologist Jean Piaget had built on Hall’s research and was working on developmental stage theory. We now know much more about these unique years of early adolescence—and why we should give them special attention.


These years are a time of incredible growth; the only other time in a child’s life when they changed this rapidly was between birth and age two. Your middle schooler is changing physically, intellectually, morally, socially, and emotionally. Their prefrontal cortex, the part of the brain that handles executive functions and making decisions, is still developing. Adolescent developmental pediatrician Ken Ginsburg explains, “Brain development is 

occurring at a heightened pace; your ability to experience and interpret emotions is very, very high; you’re beginning to imagine yourself as an independent being; and you’re trying to figure out how you fit in.” Ginsburg, the codirector of the Center for Parent and Teen Communication at Children’s Hospital of Philadelphia and the author of Raising Kids to Thrive, wants parents to understand that adolescents’ fundamental questions are “Who am I?” “Am I normal?” and “Do I fit in?”


Kids are starting to think abstractly, engage in moral reasoning, and look for meaning. They’re tuned into fairness and equity, and they’re starting to solidify the beliefs and values they’ll hold for life. Social-emotional maturity is still a work in progress, and sorting out relational drama is a time-consuming task. Many are in the throes of puberty and becoming moodier, more self-conscious, and less self-assured. The great paradox of middle school is that kids can simultaneously feel judged and ignored. As they toggle between wanting to form their own identity and fit in with peers, they may withdraw or rebel.


Michael Gordon, a middle school principal for forty years, shared with me that both the fun and the challenge of middle school is that on different days, the same kid may present as thirteen going on thirty or thirteen going on three. “It often seems that two distinct versions reside simultaneously within the body of each student,” he told me. “One is a wide-eyed, open, and happy child who will follow you anywhere with excitement and is amazed by almost anything well-presented. The other is more emotional and cerebral, capable of doing many things and synthesizing involved concepts.”


When you consider what’s happening to their brains and bodies, it’s no wonder that the shift from elementary to middle school can be bumpy. By 1966, educators started advancing the need for a separate middle school model that could respond to the distinct characteristics of ten- to fifteen-year-old children. Still, there’s reason to believe the traditional middle school/junior high model isn’t ideal. In a study published in the American Educational Research Journal, investigators looked at 90,000 sixth through eighth graders in New York City and found that the social and academic benefits of being “top dog” are strongest in sixth grade. Kids seem to learn 

and achieve more in schools with longer grade spans, whether the school serves grades K–8 or 6–12. In another study published in the Journal of Early Adolescence, researchers tracked 6,000 students from kindergarten through eighth grade. They concluded that starting a new school in sixth or seventh grade negatively impacts kids’ motivation and feelings about their academic ability.


There are many different iterations of middle school. High Rock School in Needham, Massachusetts, for example, has a separate school that’s just for sixth graders. The city’s public middle school serves the town’s seventh and eighth graders, which mirrors my own junior high experience. By the time I felt like I’d adjusted, it was time to leave. Other schools, such as Sidwell Friends Middle School in Washington, DC, run from fifth through eighth grade. That model allows the fifth and sixth grades to function as an upper elementary program within the middle school. I met with the school’s principal, Sally Selby, shortly before her retirement. “The sixth graders benefit from the interdisciplinary nature of instruction, the homeroom model, and the real connection to one adult,” she told me, adding that the oldest students benefit, too. “There’s a refuge in having eighth grade in middle school that allows them to keep baking. They don’t have to take on the weight of the responsibility of high school—the seriousness of, ‘Oh my god, grades count.’”


Some educators are innovating to help students make a smoother transition to middle school. Robert Dodd, a principal in Maryland, collaborated with Johns Hopkins University faculty to assess whether sixth graders do better with less departmentalization. Dodd implemented the program, called Project SUCCESS, in two middle schools in his district and found that students have higher levels of achievement and social engagement when they spend half of each school day with one teacher and an intact peer group. It’s an approach that more closely resembles the kids’ elementary school experience. “The data is ridiculous,” he told me. “These kids are more likely to feel that their teachers value and care about them and their peers want to help them.”


I’ve been a counselor in both a huge, public 6–8 school and a small, independent K–8 school with a separate middle school program. In my 

experience, one school model might soften the journey more than another, but the developmental phase seems to define the experience more than the setting. Whether or not a student is “top dog,” children in early adolescence require sensitive educators who can address their unique needs.


It can be a tough transition. Suddenly, kids are expected to act a lot older than they were just a few months earlier. On top of juggling increased academic demands, they’re navigating a more complex social world. The expectations are higher academically, socially, and even athletically. Students’ performance and motivation often slide during this transition, and as the American Psychological Association notes, this can lead to self-doubt. They’re also discovering their academic identity. This is when you might hear a child start saying, “I’m not a math person,” or, “I’m terrible at art.” We need to preserve their creativity and confidence, because middle school is around the time when both take a nosedive. (This is especially true for girls. A Ypulse study found that between their tween and teen years, girls’ confidence that other people like them falls from 71 percent to 38 percent—a 46 percent drop.)


Middle school can leave the most self-assured parents full of self-doubt, too. Your child may test your last nerve or pull away, but don’t be fooled. They all crave acceptance. If you’re frustrated, baffled, or in need of an empathy boost, remember what it felt like to be twelve. Try to appreciate how exhausting it is for your child to manage supercharged emotions every single day.


The Ten Key Skills Kids Need to Thrive in Middle School and Beyond


No matter where your child is developmentally right now, my goal is to ensure they emerge from this phase with the following ten key skills, which range from the social and emotional to the logistical.




1. Make good friend choices. In middle school, shifting friendships are a given. The ability to make good choices in friends comes on the heels of making some questionable ones. Kids will figure out 

quickly which friends instill a sense of belonging and which make them feel uncomfortable. Some will still insist on hanging out with the ones who make them feel terrible, and it can take a long time for them to realize they’re sacrificing themselves. I’ll cover everything from gossip to bullying, providing specific strategies to help kids manage social turmoil.


2. Negotiate conflict. Kids this age must cope with increasingly complex social interactions. They need to learn how to resolve conflict, whether they choose to go several rounds in the ring with a friend or walk away from a toxic relationship. They also must learn how to work with peers. Not many students get through middle school without feeling like they had to carry the load on at least one group project. Teamwork provides a window into kids’ grit, flexibility, self-awareness, and resiliency. They might be hampered by clumsy social interactions or an inability to collaborate. I’ll outline a range of ways to bolster their ability to work well with others.


3. Manage a student-teacher mismatch. Kids can learn from a teacher they don’t like. It’s a chance to practice working with someone they find difficult. This is a life skill they’ll need in the workplace, and it requires understanding themselves. I’ll offer strategies to help kids manage these types of situations so they won’t feel powerless.


4. Create homework and organization systems. Ideally, children, not teachers or parents, take ownership of homework and grades. Kids may say they don’t care, but they don’t have to be invested in a particular outcome to change their behavior. After all, people who hate exercise can still choose to lift weights. They need to be able to create and tweak their organization systems and learn to monitor and take responsibility for their own work. If you care about this more than they do, why should they worry? They need to learn to carry the burden and experience the connection between preparation and performance. Conversely, if they’re perfectionists, they need to know they can survive and manage the disappointment of a low grade. I’ll give tips on raising independent, curious, motivated, and resilient learners.


5. 

Consider others’ perspectives. If we want kids to accept their uniqueness and embrace differences in others, they must build their self-awareness. They also need to develop the ability to step into someone else’s shoes. I’ll describe how parents can build kids’ empathy, foster their positive self-concept, and help them cope with setbacks by transcending the self.


6. Self-advocate. This is hard for adults, let alone kids, but it’s imperative in a world full of people who’ll tell them “no.” By middle school, kids should be mastering how to ask teachers for help or clarification. To get them to a point where they can do that, we need to encourage them to take risks and manage fear. I’ll describe how parents can help them progress from meek to direct so they don’t fall through the cracks.


7. Self-regulate emotions. Children often need assistance labeling strong emotions before they can regulate them. It’s not easy for middle schoolers to make connections between thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. They may be stuck in all-or-nothing thinking or be consistently self-critical. Unlike adults, they lack the benefit of life experience or perspective. I’ll share how parents can help kids manage their stress, whether they feel bad about themselves, concerned about a specific situation, anxious about events in the news, or worried about their own future.


8. Cultivate passions and recognize limitations. When children are fired up about something, it’s important to let them run with it. Even if their chosen interest doesn’t seem exciting to parents, they’re identifying their strengths and figuring out what drives them. They’re also discovering where they struggle. This is useful information. No one needs to be good at everything, and school isn’t one-size-fits-all. By honoring who they are and giving them appropriate outlets for their talents, parents can position their kids to feel competent and make a difference.


9. Make responsible, healthy, and ethical choices. Kids need to know how to respect and take care of their bodies and make safe, healthy decisions. It’s equally important that they understand how to avoid 

putting others at risk. I’ll offer strategies to keep the lines of communication open as you tackle issues such as sexting or self-harm.


10. Create and innovate. Our changing world needs imaginative creators and divergent thinkers. When children think outside the box, it builds their confidence. As your kids do their homework, read required texts, and take standardized tests, they may not understand that these benchmarks are not the only ways to measure success. To be prepared for the innovation era, they’ll need to be able to make connections across courses and to build, write, invent, and experiment. When parents foster an inventor’s mentality, they heighten their kid’s resourcefulness. For many adults, this requires a mind shift, so I’ll offer specific tips.




If we want kids to master these ten crucial skills, we need to start with the basics. If you use the strategies outlined in this book, you’ll set your child up to thrive in high school and beyond. I’ll use a key at the beginning of each chapter to illustrate how different strategies help kids acquire these competencies. The book is divided into four domains: values and integrity, social skills, learning, and empowerment and resilience. Let’s start from the inside, with values and integrity. To morally and ethically negotiate challenges, kids need a solid sense of self and empathy for others. Chapters on smart decision-making, honesty, kindness, and embracing differences are all about building kids’ character.


The second section covers social skills. Chapters on shifting friendships, bullying, gossip, sex, and love will help you teach your kids to identify healthy relationships and cope with social turmoil.


The third section focuses on learning. To help kids take responsibility for their own learning, parents need to foster intrinsic motivation and set reasonable expectations. In chapters on grades, homework, and learning challenges, I’ll talk about how to capitalize on kids’ strengths and interests and address their weaknesses.


The final section is on empowerment and resilience. Chapters on staying connected to your sons and daughters and nudging them out of their comfort zone will help you teach them to self-advocate, connect with others, and communicate effectively. This section also offers techniques to 

help kids manage setbacks, prepare for a changing world, and think flexibly and outside the box. Of all the skills on my Top Ten list, this one might be the most critical to their future career.


Parents’ primary job is to love and honor their children, and this is especially important in middle school. The wider the gap between who kids really are and who they think you need them to be, the more they’ll struggle. If they learn to embrace what makes them unique at an age when they most want to fit in, they’ll be more accepting of others. Even as they establish boundaries, they need you now more than ever. You’re the role model and safety net as they try on new identities and attitudes. I hope that you’ll experiment with your kids, testing different approaches to academic, social, and emotional issues while the risks are small and the rewards are big.















VALUES AND INTEGRITY



“It’s easier to lie than to deal with all the drama.”














CHAPTER 2



MAKING RESPONSIBLE, HEALTHY, AND ETHICAL DECISIONS




KEY SKILLS


1—Make good friend choices


2—Negotiate conflict


5—Consider others’ perspectives


6—Self-advocate


7—Self-regulate emotions


9—Make responsible, healthy, and ethical choices







“Is it safe to vape water? What about pot? How much alcohol is too much?”


“I hate Katherine, so I got her Google password from her planner and deleted the TV script she’d written.”


“I lost a bet, so I had to drink hot sauce. I got really sick.”




SHELBY, QUINN, AND SAMARA HAD BEEN POSTING VIDEOS ONLINE for months. They’d carefully choose their outfits and songs, then spend hours crafting elaborate routines. One Friday night, they decided to record a video while dancing in bikinis. They set a timer so they could shoot the video hands-free, ensuring that everyone would be visible. After they picked a filter, they added the hashtag #sexy8thgradegirls and shared the video publicly. Shelby’s mother, Maureen, recalls hearing the 

girls singing as she cooked downstairs. She was glad they were having fun. She had no idea they were about to get hundreds of creepy, unwanted propositions from middle-aged men.


At first, Shelby, Quinn, and Samara thought the attention was kind of funny, but the sheer volume of lewd comments started to scare them. They decided to involve Maureen, who was shocked to discover their settings were public. Ironically, they’d just attended an assembly at school about the dangers of posting provocative images online. Maureen realized the messages hadn’t sunk in. They had to experience the fallout firsthand to really get it. The girls tried to minimize the damage by taking down the video and deleting their accounts. Maureen also called the other girls’ parents, and they met to discuss privacy and safety. As the girls processed with their parents, the #sexy8thgradegirls hashtag suddenly felt particularly ill-conceived. Maureen says the talk was just a start. “If they can strip for the world while I roast chicken downstairs, this clearly can’t be a one-and-done conversation.”


“Parents often think their adolescents, who look like adults, are more mature than they are,” says Dr. Joanna Cohen, associate professor of pediatrics and emergency medicine at Children’s National Medical Center in Washington, DC. Remember that underdeveloped prefrontal cortex? Middle schoolers are prone to increased risk-taking and sensory overload and may fail to think through consequences. Although they’re starting to take a more sophisticated interest in moral and ethical decisions, they can backslide into more childish behavior. It can be hard for middle schoolers to push the “pause” button and delay their desire for immediate rewards, especially when they think they have anonymity online.


This challenge can be easy for parents to forget. Kids at this age often demonstrate great insight, particularly once they hit eighth grade. But while kids make a big leap from sixth grade to eighth grade, there’s no such thing as an average middle schooler. There can be vast differences even among students in the same grade. One eighth grader might be worrying about playing truth or dare, while his sexually active classmate is asking for information about condoms. Life and family experiences also play an important role. A seventh-grade boy who’d been sexually abused throughout childhood and early adolescence shared with me that he feared he might 

already be a father. Meanwhile, another boy the same age wanted to know if it was legal to take a sip of his father’s beer.


Almost all middle schoolers have one thing in common. They’re getting exposed to darker information than the high schoolers I counseled a decade ago. Perhaps it’s not surprising, then, that they’re more anxious, too. On top of academic and social pressure, they’re worried about how their choices will impact their future.


Yet, developmentally they’re still middle schoolers. They need help anticipating and interpreting events, and guidance making smart, ethical decisions. The goal should be to teach your child these skills now, before they find themselves (or put others) in confusing or dangerous situations. High school will bring more pressure and greater exposure to drinking, sex, drugs, and vaping.


Adolescents are “super learners,” pediatrician Ken Ginsburg explains. “They’re wired to seek novelty and sensations, and the middle school years are full of social disruptions and excitement.” He urges parents to talk through peer negotiation strategies with their children that are aligned with their values. This conversation helps kids navigate difficult circumstances even when their peers make risky decisions.


To understand the decisions your child may have to confront now and in high school, consider a few telling statistics from Monitoring the Future, an ongoing study at the University of Michigan involving about 50,000 American students. In 2017, 8 percent of eighth graders reported nicotine vaping, and about 9 percent of eighth graders said they smoked cigarettes. It’s important to know if your child is trying e-cigs. Researchers from the University of Pennsylvania and the University of Southern California found that fourteen-year-olds who tried e-cigs were three times more likely to try marijuana than students who hadn’t tried them.


None of those statistics include sixth and seventh graders, but no news may be good news. Laurence Steinberg, a psychology professor at Temple University and author of You and Your Adolescent, told me that while some younger middle schoolers do try marijuana, he’d be surprised if many experimented with more than alcohol.


The 2015 Youth Risk Behavior Survey found that anywhere from 5.2 percent to 12.6 percent of middle schoolers have had sexual intercourse. 

When the researchers looked at risk-taking behaviors among older teens, they found that 56.9 percent of sexually active high school students hadn’t used a condom the last time they had sex, and 41.5 percent of high school drivers had texted while on the road. In other words, now is the time to teach your child how to anticipate and respond to various scenarios, before they endanger themselves or anyone else.


Don’t assume your child can problem-solve like adults.


I invite my seventh graders to leave me notes whenever they have social concerns. I once received the comment, “I’m so sick of everyone blaming their undeveloped prefrontal cortex for their stupid decisions.” While I empathized with that girl, it happens to be a valid excuse! The last parts of the brain to connect are the frontal and prefrontal cortices, where insight, empathy, and risk-taking are controlled. That doesn’t happen until around age twenty-five.


This means that very smart kids may impulsively do stupid things. Add in limited life experience and mood swings, and you begin to see why your middle schooler still needs you to guide them and serve as their safety net. Remind your child that their brain is still growing and they’re vulnerable to poor judgment. They may know that cheating or shaming someone is wrong, but then make an in-the-moment bad call. This is true even for sweet, straight-A, even-keeled children.


Brain development aside, whether they’re fourteen or forty-four, smart people can make stupid decisions. Research published in the journal Thinking Skills and Creativity shows that critical thinking more strongly predicts life events than intelligence. The good news is that these skills can be taught. Expose your middle schooler to other people’s way of thinking and expand their worldview. Encourage them to participate in activities that require collecting and evaluating information, such as joining a debate team or writing for their school paper. Pose thought-provoking questions, such as, “Should school be year-round?” or, “Should eighteen-year-olds be allowed to vote?” You also can pose more-general questions. “Would you rather be considered kind or successful? Would you rather be the best person 

on the worst team, or the worst person on the best team?” Ask them to defend their belief, then switch and adopt the opposing viewpoint.


Don’t jump in to solve every dilemma, but debrief with your child once they’ve tried. If they mention they got in a fight with an administrator, for example, ask them how they intend to solve it. If they can’t come up with any ideas, suggest good and bad options and ask them how they think they’ll turn out. If they share that a student at another middle school got suspended for drinking, flesh out the story. Ask, “Do you think the punishment was reasonable?” Model flexibility in your own thinking.


Make a point of teaching media literacy skills, too. Kids are highly attuned to the concept of “fake news,” but they don’t necessarily understand how to determine whether a source is reliable. You can explain the distinction among news, editorials, and advertising; between a peer-reviewed study and anecdotal evidence; and between a national news source and a personal blog.


Help them formulate a plan for tricky situations.


Over the years, my students have ranged from sheltered to precocious. One might ask, “How will I know if it’s peer pressure?” Meanwhile, another may wonder, “Is it safe to vape pot if I only do it a few times a week?” They all like to anticipate situations. They’ve asked questions such as, “How much alcohol is too much?” “If the police show up at a party, am I better staying there or running away?” They admit to very little experimentation, but they’ll readily share stories of middle schoolers at neighboring schools who’ve been suspended for everything from bringing a knife to school to having sex in a stairwell. They’re not always sure where the truth ends and urban legend begins.


Come up with hypothetical scenarios. Ask, “What can you do if you feel pressured to do something you don’t want to do?” My students have brainstormed set phrases, including, “That stuff makes me sick”; “I’m not into that, thanks”; and, “My parents would kill me if they found out.” It’s not always intuitive to say “no.” Remind your child that they’re in charge of their body and no one can make them drink or do drugs. Point out that they 

should surround themselves with friends whose judgment they trust. Help them formulate a plan for getting out of sticky situations. “Code Word” is now part of popular culture, but Ginsburg originated the term. Come up with a word, such as “reboot,” that only you and your child know. Then, when they need you to extricate them from a bad situation, they can call or text you the code word. Make sure they know you’ll rescue them with no questions asked.


Debrief with your child after an incident. When my two older kids were in middle school, I let them use a ride share service together a few times. Once, a man tried to pick them up in a battered car with no license plate. When my kids told the driver they felt uneasy about getting in, he screamed at them to take the ride. That night, my husband and I asked our kids why they didn’t walk away immediately, and we reminded them to always trust their instincts. They may never find themselves in that specific situation again, but I suspect they’ll never forget how scary it felt to ignore their gut.


It’s normal for adolescents to seek fun and novelty, and they’re going to be exposed to negative choices in middle school. To help your child resist unhealthy pressures, make sure they have opportunities to stretch, experiment, and even experience safe thrills. That might mean inviting a classmate to a dance, trying out for a team, or auditioning for a play.





[image: image] IDEA FOR EDUCATORS [image: image]



PRESENT ETHICAL DILEMMAS DURING ADVISORY


If you have advisories, morning meetings, or homeroom periods, use that time to walk kids through ethical dilemmas. What would they do if they knew a classmate had cheated on a test, or if they witnessed a friend steal makeup at the drugstore? If they knew a classmate had created a website to rank classmates based on their appearance, would they tell anyone? Why or why not? If a classmate confessed to them that they’d been cutting themselves, but made them promise not to tell anyone, what would they do? Once my eighth graders get the hang of this exercise, I let them take over. They pair up to write and present their own ethical dilemmas.










Instill healthy sleep and self-care habits.


Self-care leads to better decision-making, so be sure your kids are getting enough sleep, exercise, and good nutrition. According to pediatric emergency physician and senior medical director at PM Pediatrics Christina Johns, children between ages ten and twelve need nine to twelve hours of sleep, while thirteen-, fourteen-, and fifteen-year-olds need eight to ten hours each night. Sleep-deprived kids may have trouble making decisions, solving problems, getting along with others, paying attention, or controlling their emotions. The National Institutes of Health has reported that sleep deficiency is also tied to depression, suicide, and risk-taking behavior.


Social media use can contribute to the problem. Aside from wreaking havoc on sleep schedules, middle-of-the-night texting or Instagramming sets kids up for trouble. Bored, irritable kids are more likely to overshare or post something hostile at 2 a.m. than at 5 p.m. You can tell your child they have to “check in” their electronics at a specific time, or forbid them from using them in their bedroom. You can test ideas, too. Brendan Boyle, a partner at IDEO and founder of its Toy Lab, once put his son’s cell phone in a sealed envelope. “He could keep it, but he just couldn’t open it for a set amount of time,” he told me, adding that running experiments can be more effective than setting tons of rules.


Middle schoolers need whatever support you can give, including help setting boundaries with peers. When a friend texts them late at night to the point of annoyance, for example, they might feel rude dropping out mid-conversation. Explain that their friends’ needs don’t trump their own, and encourage them to block anyone problematic. You can’t shield them entirely, so be a mentor. Teach them the skills and habits they need to maintain balance. If you sense that your child is using social media to self-soothe, help them identify relaxation strategies. Some kids like to listen to music, while others need to break a sweat. When they know how to regulate their emotions, they’ll be less likely to act impulsively, whether or not they’re sleep-deprived.


Given the developmental stage, it’s not surprising that your child won’t always make well-considered decisions. Christina Johns has seen the many ways things can go wrong. Whether kids drink too much or make a suicide attempt after cheating at school, she’s identified patterns. More often than not, she told me, one or both parents had a hunch that things weren’t headed in the right direction. Maybe their son had become increasingly brash and obstinate, or their daughter had become more withdrawn. Follow your instincts. If you notice an increase in risk-taking behaviors, declining attention to schoolwork, or changes in sleeping and eating patterns, reach out to a trained mental health professional. (For more signs that it’s time to seek help, see Chapter 17.)


Start from a place of trust, but expect mistakes.


Be consistent and make sure your child understands that trust and freedom are earned, and that their actions have natural and logical consequences. When you’re known for consistent follow-through, your child will ponder decisions with a little more care. That said, there’s never a reason to treat them like a lesser being. When I spoke to Michael Gordon, who worked as a middle school principal for forty years, he kept returning to this theme. “If an eighth grader goes to a party and is supposed to be home at 11 p.m., and they come in at midnight without calling, the first thing you do is hug them and say, ‘I’m glad you’re safe.’ Tell them you’re going to talk about why they didn’t call in the morning, after they’ve had a chance to think about it. That gives everyone a chance to calm down.”


The next morning, discuss what happened and come up with a consequence together. Your child may settle on a harsher punishment than you do. In this case, one outcome might be that they can’t go to the next party because they’ve demonstrated that they’re unable to handle the responsibility. When kids participate in rule-generation, they’re more likely to cooperate. Sarah Rottenberg, associate director of the Integrated Product Design program at the University of Pennsylvania, thinks they often have better ideas, too. When she got her twin sons cell phones this year, the family brainstormed rules together. “They came up with no using the phones after school on weekdays, which was much stricter than we would have been,” she told me.


Recognize the power of your expectations. If your child feels trusted, they won’t want to let you down. That doesn’t mean you should bury your 

head in the sand. As you’ll discover in the next chapter, middle schoolers have all kinds of reasons for bending the truth. But you get what you give, whether it’s trust or respect. Nothing will bug your child more than being falsely accused of misbehavior. If you have a good sense of how they’re spending their time, and they’re generally staying out of trouble, give them the benefit of the doubt.


Plus, research has shown that trust can be a self-fulfilling prophecy. In a study published in Child Development, participants were asked to judge how trustworthy kids’ faces appeared to be. The more trustworthy they looked, the more their peers accepted them, and the more those children behaved in a kind, trustworthy manner. In other words, social expectations may lead kids to become more trustworthy. You can’t control how strangers will perceive your child, but you can send a clear message about your own high expectations.


That said, acknowledge that it isn’t always easy to make the “right” call. If your child stands up for someone who’s getting bullied, they could become the target. If they report someone cheating, they could get a reputation as a snitch. Validate their concerns and acknowledge that they have something to lose. Then try to shift their perspective. Point out when they’re overly focused on the downside. In a study in Biological Psychiatry, researchers found that anxious kids in particular may struggle with decisions that carry the potential for loss or social risk. As you walk your child through scenarios, emphasize the benefits of making smart, ethical choices. If they take a wrong turn anyway, do a post-mortem. Ask, “What did you learn? Are there any unexpected upsides to the situation?” Whether they got in a fight because they spread a rumor or failed a quiz because they were caught cheating, encourage introspection.


Talk about real and hypothetical events.


There are many real-world examples parents can use to underscore the importance of thinking before acting. For example, at least ten admitted Harvard students in the class of 2021 had their offers rescinded after they exchanged racist and sexually offensive Facebook messages. In another case, a teen boy in Rhode Island faced criminal charges related to a sexting 

case that involved dozens of girls, including some whose photos ended up on a Russian pornography website.


When you share scandalous news items, create a safe space where your child can voice questions. Pose your own questions, too, such as, “Does this surprise you? What do you think might have prompted them to make that choice? What danger signs do you think they missed?” Emphasize that some problems are best solved with adult help.


Give them a sense of purpose.


Michael Gordon knows that kids who engage in meaningful activities stay out of trouble. He asked me whether I’d ever watched the dog behaviorist Cesar Millan’s TV show Dog Whisperer, then explained how Millan turns disobedient dogs into pack mules, dressing them in special harnesses fitted with water bottle holders. The dogs have a purpose; they’re serving their owner. As soon as the harness goes on, the dogs are transformed and begin to behave.


Gordon decided to try something similar with a group of twelve students who frequently got into trouble. He created a technology squad, giving them responsibility for the school’s expensive computerized lighting and sound systems. He bought them black outfits emblazoned with the words “Tech Squad” and their names spelled out in glow-in-the-dark letters. The kids had no preexisting technology skills, but they learned how to use the boards and move giant mechanical curtains.


“At my last graduation at the middle school, the tech teacher called in sick,” Gordon recalled. “I called the Tech Squad, and this tiny, eleven-year-old sixth grader said, ‘Don’t worry about a thing, Mr. Gordon, we’ve got your back.’” His mother later came to the school in tears and shared that after years of hating school, he now ate, slept, and dreamed about it. None of the kids were referred to the main office after they joined the squad. Gordon told me, “Their chests got bigger and they became heroes among the kids instead of the class clowns.” Find that one thing that gives your child a sense of purpose, whether it’s singing, running, volunteering, peer mentoring, or creative writing. Kids who feel competent are more resistant to peer pressure.




Share your own missteps.


Parents tend to gloss over their personal and career missteps, but this isn’t necessarily protective. You may prevent your child from making a similar error. You also normalize imperfection and make it safe for them to seek help. While it’s helpful to confess that you ran a stoplight or planned poorly for a work deadline, it’s even more powerful to share a big blunder. Perhaps you got caught shoplifting or plagiarized a paper in high school. If you think your child has the maturity to handle the information—or they’ve made a similar mistake—tell them what went wrong, what you learned, and how you regrouped. Maybe you succumbed to peer pressure, felt insecure, wanted instant gratification—or didn’t think at all.


The reverse is true when you withhold information. Your child knows more than you think. Several years ago, a student told me that his father was cheating on his mother. He said, “I heard him talking to another woman, saying things.” He hinted to his father that he had concerns, but his dad denied it. When the boy grew increasingly anxious and started to fail a few classes, he gave me permission to contact home. I met with his father, who decided to come clean. They talked openly about how poor decisions have consequences, and how hard it can be to do the right thing. The boy was still angry, but his father’s admission helped him shift his focus back to school. He also resolved to approach his own future relationships differently.


Talk about the pros and cons of technology.


I spoke to Sameer Hinduja, professor of criminology at Florida Atlantic University and codirector of the school’s cyberbullying research center, about kids’ invincibility complex. “If they send a nude, they think everything is going to work out,” he told me, adding that kids don’t have the life experience to know that bad decisions can follow them for years.


Underscore that your child’s public and private lives should match, and that they should be civil and ethical in both contexts—not because some secret could be exposed or dog them forever, but because there’s a right and wrong way to behave. Parents get overwhelmed by all the different apps, but this is about raising decent human beings.




Kids are wired to be impulsive and may need help slowing down. Many of the mistakes they make are because they don’t pause before they post. Hinduja encourages children to stop and ask themselves two questions: “Could this be screenshotted and come back to bite me?” and “Can it be forwarded?” When he speaks at schools, he shares stories of students messing up, but he also talks about kids using technology for good, whether they raise money for causes using Kickstarter or blog about an issue that matters to them. Children want to hear uplifting stories, not just get mired in negativity. Focus on the importance of leaving a positive digital footprint. We live in a world of snap judgments, and employers and admissions officers are looking at applicants’ online presence.




TOP TIPS FOR PARENTS




[image: image] Remember that middle schoolers can’t think like adults and need guidance.


[image: image] Encourage healthy sleep habits (and other forms of self-care).


[image: image] Teach peer negotiation strategies before they’re in difficult situations, such as using a code word to contact you for help.


[image: image] Encourage them to develop critical thinking through activities such as joining a debate team or writing for their school paper.


[image: image] Teach media literacy and make distinctions between good and bad news sources.


[image: image] Model flexibility in your own thinking when discussing current events.


[image: image] Remind them they don’t need to do anything or go anywhere that makes them uncomfortable.


[image: image] Expect mistakes, but maintain high expectations.


[image: image] Get them involved in activities that instill a sense of purpose.


[image: image] Share times that you succumbed to peer pressure, along with how you regrouped.


[image: image] Tell them to pause and consider possible repercussions before posting anything online.











CONVERSATION STARTERS




[image: image] “How do you know that’s a reliable source?”


[image: image] “What do you think would be a reasonable consequence for breaking that rule?”


[image: image] “If you want us to rescue you from an uncomfortable situation, what’s a code word you could use?”


[image: image] “What would you tell a friend who keeps pressuring you to do something you don’t want to do?”





















CHAPTER 3



FOSTERING HONESTY




KEY SKILLS


2—Negotiate conflict


5—Consider others’ perspectives


7—Self-regulate emotions


9—Make responsible, healthy, and ethical choices







“Why do my parents need to know everything about everything?”


“My parents get mad when I hang out with Joe because he cuts class a lot, so I just say I’m with someone else.”
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