

[image: Cover: Chicken Soup for the Soul: Think Positive for Preteens, by Amy Newmark]







[image: Chicken Soup for the Soul: Think Positive for Preteens by Amy Newmark, CSS]








[image: Image]


Changing the world one story at a time®


www.chickensoup.com







CONTENTS


Introduction


[image: Image]


JUST BE YOU


The Real Popular Table, Victoria Fedden


My Own Label, Denise Reich


More Than Good Enough, Jackson Beard


Holy Calves, Carmella de los Angeles Guiol


Embracing My Uniqueness, Jody Fuller


[image: Image]


MAKE TRUE FRIENDS


Playing Chicken, Tracie Skarbo


The Gift of Lost Friendship, Rachel Joyce


Finding Friendship, Brianna Abbott


Growing a Spine, Valerie Howlett


The Birthday Party, Lindy Schneider


[image: Image]


DO THE RIGHT THING


I Pledge Allegiance, Beth Cato


My Bad Reputation, D’ette Corona


Service with a Smile, Austin Nicholas Lees


Easter in Ruins, Scott Neumyer


A Tough Decision, Elizabeth M


Party Invitation, Barbara LoMonaco


Tennis Anyone? Shirley M. Oakes


[image: Image]


GO AHEAD AND TRY IT


The Spelling Bee, Mary Elizabeth Laufer


Discovering My True Self, Dallas Woodburn


Alice and Snowball, B.J. Lee


Part of the Team, Jack Ettlinger


Cell Phone Madness, Zulema Anahy Carlos


Learning How to Kick, Amy Newmark


[image: Image]


FACE YOUR CHALLENGES


A New Best Friend, Leigh Ann Bryant


A Not-So-Faraway Reality, Cassie Jones


Scarred But Not Different, Stacie Joslin


Still a Winner, Kathy Linker


Lessons from a Nursing Home, Caitlin Brown


[image: Image]


COUNT YOUR BLESSINGS


The Boy Who Had Everything, Jackson Jarvis


Opening My Eyes, Chloe Rosenberg


Learning to Love My Messy Life, Suzanne De Vita


Is That All? Bill Rouhana


Feeding the Soul, Sylvia Ney


Against All Odds, Julia K. Agresto


The Shirt Off My Back, Andrea Canale


[image: Image]


TREASURE YOUR FAMILY


Just Do It, Wendy Hobday Haugh


Jonny and Me, Madeleine Curtis


Sibling Rivalry, Lisa Bell


Where I Belong, Marcela Dario Fuentes


The Magic, MJ Keenan


The Family Portrait, Valerie D. Benko


Tell Them You Love Them Now, Jude Walsh


[image: Image]


LOOK PAST THE OBVIOUS


The Bully and the Braid, Courtney Conover


True to Myself, Kristen N. Velasquez


The Normal Girl in a Not-So-Normal Chair, Dani P d’Spirit


The Smile that Beat the Bully, Jennifer Youngblood


The Nice Popular Girl, Amy Newmark


Meet Our Contributors


Meet Amy Newmark


About Chicken Soup for the Soul


Share with Us









[image: Image]



INTRODUCTION


Welcome to a new kind of Chicken Soup for the Soul book for preteens. The stories in this book will help you “think positive.” They will help you be the very best, happiest version of yourself.


We know that being a kid can be tough. Your bodies are changing, your schoolwork is getting harder, and your parents are giving you more responsibility. Your friends are changing too. Sometimes you end up joining a new group of friends. Sometimes you switch best friends. You’re figuring out who you are and who you want to become; that means making new friends, trying new activities, and even changing your look!


Chapter 1 is called “Just Be You.” You’ll meet some kids who had to figure out who they were, just like you. Sometimes that meant starting a new lunch table, with the less “popular” but way more fun kids. Sometimes that meant getting over embarrassment for something that made them different, like stuttering or being the biggest kid in the class.


Have you ever said you needed new friends? Chapter 2 is called “Make True Friends.” You’ll read stories from preteens who realized that they didn’t want to be friends with kids who didn’t respect them. They found new, true friends. They also learned some lessons about loyalty when they stood up for those friends against bullies.


Standing up for what you believe is important. Chapter 3 is called “Do the Right Thing.” You’ll meet a girl who said the Pledge of Allegiance even when other kids made fun of her. You’ll meet kids who told the truth about something they had done, and how much better they felt afterward. And you’ll meet kids who surprised themselves by volunteering to do something nice — they learned how good it made them feel.


You’re at the age when you have the opportunity to try lots of new things. Some of those new things might even be a little scary. They might be things like helping an elderly neighbor, or appearing in a play, or starting a new sport. Chapter 4 is called “Go Ahead and Try It.” You’ll read stories by kids who took the risk and tried new things, and were so happy they did.


There are so many challenges that kids face — starting at a new school, having a disease, or looking different from everyone else are just a few of them. Chapter 5 is called “Face Your Challenges.” You’ll meet kids who share their stories about how they managed to stay happy and confident while handling their problems.


No matter what’s going on in your life, it’s important to be grateful for what you have. This is what adults do to help them through all the ups and downs of life. That’s why we included Chapter 6, which is called “Count Your Blessings.” You’ll meet kids who realized what was really important. They stopped asking for the latest fashions or technology. Instead, they focused on all the good things in their lives.


Being grateful for your parents and siblings and grandparents matters, too, even if you sometimes take them for granted. Chapter 7 is called “Treasure Your Family.” You’ll meet all kinds of kids with all kinds of families. They share their personal stories about how special their family members really are.


Chapter 8 is where we surprise you. It’s called “Look Past the Obvious.” You’ll read about popular kids who are secretly very insecure. You’ll also read some great ideas for how to stop a bully. It turns out that treating a bully like a friend is sometimes enough to fix the problem.


As you journey through these pages, you’ll also find some fun quizzes, quotes, and coloring pages hidden among the stories. We hope you will have fun with this new kind of Chicken Soup for the Soul book, designed just for you.


— Amy Newmark —


Editor-in-Chief and Publisher


Chicken Soup for the Soul
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The Real Popular Table




A friend can tell you things you don’t want to tell yourself.


–Frances Ward Weller





All I wanted was to sit with them. Jill had the best clothes. She looked like she walked straight out of a store window. Julie wore blush and lip gloss. Brett had the coolest haircut, plus she was already on the varsity field hockey team and we were only in the sixth grade! Crystal had a boyfriend, Aimee was a cheerleader and Shannon could boss people around and they’d do whatever she said. I sure didn’t have that kind of power, but then again, I wasn’t popular.


Everyone else called them the “popular girls” and at lunch I’d watch them from across the middle school cafeteria and wonder how on earth I could get a seat at their table. I imagined how much fun they had sitting there, the envy of the lunchroom, while I picked at my soggy PB&J at the table near the trash cans. This wasn’t how I thought middle school was going to be at all. One day, I’d had the nerve to walk past their table and Shannon and Jill had started making fun of me, saying I smelled. Shannon called me a “scum.” That was what the popular girls laughingly called all of the non-popular girls. They thought it was hilarious and it was even funnier when Julie pointed out that she’d seen my sneakers on the clearance rack at Dollar General. It was true though. My family couldn’t afford shoes like the popular girls wore.


I had three friends. We knew each other from elementary school and rode the same bus, which was, of course, not the same bus as the popular girls because they all lived in the new, fancy subdivision outside of town. My friends were “scums” too. One of them was super smart, another super shy and the third was just super weird, but she could always make us laugh. They were the ones I sat with at lunch.


“I hate them,” I sighed, slumping down into my seat beside my three friends and opening my lunch bag. “The popular girls are so mean.”


“Well, we aren’t mean!” said my weird friend, and she was right.


I looked towards the popular table. Aimee appeared to be in a fight with Jill, while the other four had ganged up on a nerdy, red-headed boy, who was easily the smartest kid in our grade and maybe even our whole school. He was practically in tears when they got done with him. He took his tray to an empty table in the far corner of the room to eat alone.


That was when it hit me. Why would I even want to be friends with people who were so mean? My friends were far nicer and from the looks of it, we had a lot more fun. None of us fought or made fun of people. We laughed, sang, joked, traded stickers and spent our lunch hour making up hilarious skits to act out and entertain one another.




Why would I even want to be friends with people who were so mean?





“Hey,” I said gesturing towards the lonely, red-haired boy, “Maybe I should ask him to come eat with us.”


“Sure,” said my friends.


He sat with us every day after that, which was great because he helped me with my science homework.


From then on, we made a point to invite everyone the popular girls made fun of to eat at our lunch table. Soon our table was filled and we had to add more chairs, all of us willing to scoot in just a little closer to make room for someone else. It may have been a little cramped, but at our table, everyone fit regardless of whether or not they were fat, dressed funny, came from a poor family, didn’t shop at the trendy stores, played tuba in band, were obsessed with Dungeons and Dragons, or were funny looking. I started to look forward to lunchtime. Middle school was turning out to be a lot of fun after all.


Around Christmas, the popular girls banished Aimee from their group. We never asked why and it didn’t matter when she came to our table and meekly asked to sit down. Of course we let her in and she looked relieved. I offered her an Oreo from my lunch bag and she thanked me.


“Wow, it’s so nice to be away from them. I used to look at you guys over here and wish I could have as much fun as you,” Aimee said.


“No way,” I replied in disbelief. “I used to wish I could sit at your table!”


I looked around and realized how silly I had been. Almost twenty kids now sat happily at what was once the “scum” table. We were laughing, sharing, smiling. I glanced back at the popular girls with their perfect outfits and hair. There were only five of them now. They rolled their eyes and wrinkled their noses, pushed their food away. They teased a short girl and mocked a boy who was in Special Ed classes and the whole time they looked completely miserable.




We made a point to invite everyone the popular girls made fun of to eat at our lunch table.





Later, I looked up the word “popular” in the dictionary. It meant to be liked by a lot of people. Hardly anyone liked the popular girls at school. They didn’t even seem to like each other or themselves very much. When I looked at my group of friends, which seemed to grow every day, I understood where the true “popular table” was in our middle school cafeteria and knew that I had gotten my wish after all.


— Victoria Fedden —


Chicken Soup for the Soul: Think Positive for Kids
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My Own Label




If you doubt yourself, then indeed you stand on shaky ground.


–Henrik Ibsen





It seemed to me that I had two different identities when I was in fifth grade. Outside of school, I was a reasonably happy kid who enjoyed spending time with her friends, reading about ancient Egypt, and listening to rock music. When I was in class, however, I turned into a very different Denise, one who was on guard all the time — one who wanted nothing more than to get through the day without being teased.


To my classmates I was weird, because I wasn’t just like them. They focused on that which was most obvious — that I didn’t wear the same name brand designer clothes that they did. In my class, where everyone worked overtime at being fashionable, this was no light offense. The class photo was a parade of designer labels — expensive shoes and sweaters with conspicuous logos, shirts with embroidered marks, and jeans with glittery patches and buttons. Even their hair accessories had little designer tags.


Designer clothes were beyond my family’s reach. My mother was a single parent, and she worked long hours to support our small household. In the currencies of love and attention, I was rich beyond all imagination. I was adored, supported and cared for. The only currency my classmates dealt in was fashion, though, and there, I was poor. There just wasn’t any justification for spending the entire clothing budget on one silly shirt or pair of jeans that happened to have a label the cool kids liked.




In the currencies of love and attention, I was rich beyond all imagination.





I never knew if my classmates would torment me in class, but on the bus I could count on it. My trips to and from school were the horrific, painful bookends to stressful days. Sometimes my classmates insulted me to my face; at other times, I merely heard the snickers behind me. One girl made a point of running down the aisle every morning to see what I was wearing, and then returned to her friends to laugh about it. I shrank into myself and stared out the window.


I was the smallest girl in my class. One of my classmates’ mothers noticed, and offered me a denim skirt that her daughter had outgrown. I wore it happily, thrilled to have a cool item of clothing for once. When I outgrew the skirt, my mother bought me a new one of my own, albeit one without a label. When my classmate saw it, she hooted. “Oh, that’s not my skirt, is it? Where did you get this one, Denise?” she sneered. “The poorhouse?” My classmates giggled, and I slunk away, my eyes locked on the ground. I stopped wearing the skirt.


After fifth grade ended, over the summer, I spent a month at day camp, where I found kids who liked me for who I was, not for the clothes I wore. Many of them came from wealthy families, and I spotted plenty of designer shoes, high fashion swimsuits and T-shirts that cost three figures. Unlike the kids at school, though, my fellow campers didn’t mind my no-name wardrobe. They simply accepted me as a friend. We spent our days splashing around in the pool, riding horses, and making bracelets. We had a fashion show and I was encouraged to participate. And I did. My weekends were filled with fun with my best friend in the neighborhood, who would have liked me even if I’d shown up at her house in a potato sack dress.


With the love and support of my friends, I started to remember something I’d forgotten: there was nothing wrong with me. Nothing at all. It wasn’t my fault that my classmates had targeted me. They were only one small, cruel group of people, and there was no reason to pay any attention to them at all.


It took a while for the message to sink in, though. When sixth grade started, my classmates resumed their bullying. For the first few months of school, I was desperately unhappy. The warm glow of friendship I had fostered over the summer was dimmed by the open hostility and insults I faced every day in class.


Finally, I begged my mother for a fashion shirt. I liked the garment for its design, but more than that, I thought that it would be an antidote for the bullying. I knew that my classmates were so shallow that they only looked at my wardrobe. I didn’t want to impress them or be friends with them. If I dressed just like them, though, maybe they’d run out of reasons to bother me.




I’d finally met their approval… and yet, I knew that I didn’t even want it.





The shirt did not appear for my eleventh birthday in November. Wishes do come true, though, even if they take time, and somehow, on Christmas morning, there was a very special green and white box waiting under the tree for me.


When I went back to school after the holiday recess, I proudly wore my new shirt. For once, nobody mocked me when I boarded the bus. Instead, they stared. The girls in my class were so upset that they actually held a meeting in the library to talk about it. I tried not to laugh as I saw them clustered around a table, whispering and looking furtively in my direction. One of them ran up to me, grabbed me by the shoulder, and yanked at my collar to look at the tag. Her breath caught, and I realized that she hadn’t expected the shirt to be authentic.


On the bus that afternoon, one of my classmates told me that she liked my outfit. I smiled and nodded. I’d finally met their approval… and yet, I knew that I didn’t even want it. What they thought, or didn’t think, about me was irrelevant. I was the exact same person they had tormented before the holidays. Moreover, I wasn’t wearing my shirt to impress them; I was wearing it because I liked it. The only label that mattered to me was my own — how I “labeled” myself. It was something they would never comprehend.




The one person I had to learn to impress was myself, and I’d done it.





After that day, my classmates still bothered me, but I stopped listening. Their taunts weren’t worth even a moment of my time. Instead of getting upset, I was bored by their remarks.


In the spring, the denim skirt that my classmate had mocked made a reappearance. I wore it proudly to both the school dance festival and to my sixth-grade graduation ceremony.


There would be no diploma for positive thinking, no award for finally learning to ignore cruel words. There never would be. The one person I had to learn to impress was myself, and I’d done it.


— Denise Reich —


Chicken Soup for the Soul: Just for Preteens







List 3 things that shouldn’t matter (like size or clothing)






	1.












	2.












	3.








List 3 things that should matter (like how you treat people)






	1.












	2.












	3.
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More Than Good Enough




He who trims himself to suit everyone will soon whittle himself away.


–Raymond Hull





It seems like the second you step into middle school, you get judged. Not by other people, but instead by yourself. It’s like a constant buzzing going on in your head — an endless circle of thoughts composed of questions for yourself like, “How does my hair look?” or maybe, “Would answering this history question make me look like a snob?” and the always persistent, “Am I good enough?”




It seems like the second you step into middle school, you get judged.





I made the bulk of my friends during the first month of school. I always talked to a wide group of personalities, so I knew people who listened to music that screamed at you, people who wore heels bigger than their feet, people who listened to hip hop (which I am much more inclined to listen to, although I never told anyone), and ones who looked like they walked straight out of one of those teen novels, fully equipped with tubes of lip gloss and pink purses.


Then I knew a boy—his name was Brian. He almost always had his earphones placed firmly in his ears (but heard and responded to everything I said), wore what he called “vintage shoes,” and was an active member of the Boy Scouts. He was the guy who was different from everyone else. I thought people’s stares would faze him, but they didn’t. In fact, Brian welcomed negative comments and simply questioned others about the way they lead their own lives. Something about him always made me feel nervous but oddly at ease: Brian never judged me or said anything about the way I looked or what I said. Looking back, it made me nervous because I wasn’t used to it.


When I wasn’t with Brian, I was constantly trying to be like the people I would speak to. My grades started to slip, the loud music I listened to started to give me headaches, and I was spending the little money I had on clothes and shoes. In short, my life was a complete mess. It was clear I had caved into the pressure of middle school. It was like I was in a hole and I just kept digging.


One day, somewhere in the middle of the third month of school, I was sitting behind Brian in Algebra class. I had just gotten back a polynomial test with a big red sixty-eight percent scrawled across the top. That test was the worst grade I had gotten in at least five years. I was usually such a good student — I did not understand what was happening to my grades.


Before I had the chance to shove the paper in my bag so no one would see it, Brian turned around with a neutral expression, a one hundred percent test in his hand.


“That’s because you focus too much attention on what other people think about you,” he said to me, gesturing towards my not-so-stellar test. “For someone so smart, you act like such an idiot when it comes to other people.” I wasn’t even sure how to respond.


“What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked.


“It means that you never act like yourself. I always see you change the song you’re listening to when certain people walk by. And you never answer questions in class that I’m sure you know.”


“That’s not true,” I lied.


“Yes, it is. Just stop caring about what people think. Don’t try to change yourself; you’re just fine the way you are when you talk to me,” he said before turning around to face the blackboard.




“You never act like yourself.”





I could feel my mouth hanging wide open, but I couldn’t concentrate long enough to close it. Had Brian just told me that I shouldn’t try to fit in? I thought this was middle school, where people had to make friends if they wanted to make it through high school. Yet there Brian was, sitting comfortably in his own little world, with perfect grades and a collected life. And then there was me — breaking down on the inside, horrible grades, and a generally miserable life. I must have been missing something.


I realized that Brian was right. It was time for me to listen to the music I wanted to listen to, dress the way I wanted to dress, and to take control of my middle school life regardless of what my other classmates thought of me. I realized that if you’re not happy with yourself, you can’t have a happy middle school experience. So I took Brian’s advice and started to act like myself, and I noticed that I was more than good enough. Finally.


— Jackson Beard —


Chicken Soup for the Soul: Teens Talk Middle School
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Holy Calves




When you’re always trying to conform to the norm, you lose your uniqueness, which can be the foundation for your greatness.


–Dale Archer





My father was the first one to point out my unusually large leg muscles. I was just a gangly kid, maybe ten or eleven, and I’d never thought about the shape of my body before.


“You’ve got legs just like your mother,” he said with a smile, ruffling my blond hair.


After he made that comment, I started scrutinizing other girls’ legs and comparing them to my own. I could tell that my legs were different, and when you’re a kid, being different is not a good thing.


I stood in front of the mirror and inspected my legs from every angle. From the front, my calf muscles jutted out so much that they joined together in the middle. From the side, they bulged out like baseball bats, hard and bulbous. From the back, they were inconceivably large. If I stood on my tippy toes, my calf muscles appeared thinner from the front, but even bigger from the back and side.


My leg muscles were enormous no matter which way I turned. Why couldn’t I just have stick-straight legs like the other girls in my class?


To top it all off, my mother wouldn’t let me shave them. To put it simply, I had man legs. What had I ever done to deserve such muscular legs? I had the body of a pro athlete, but besides a few stints of soccer and swimming, I wasn’t all that athletic.




I wanted to be feminine and delicate like the cool girls I admired.





Middle school gym class was the worst part of my week. Sitting beside the cool girls on the bleachers, waiting for my turn to run laps or shoot hoops, I was sure they were all staring at my mannish legs. I tried desperately to cover them by pulling my shorts as far down my thighs as possible, but this did little to hide my hairy secret. I was sure they were gawking at my ginormous calves.


Even on the hottest Florida days, I hid my bulky lower body beneath sweatpants and jeans. I gathered that men liked girls with petite bodies, and my monstrous legs made me anything but petite. I wanted to be feminine and delicate like the cool girls I admired in the halls. I watched the way the guys flirted with them, pinching their tiny waists playfully and slinging their arms over their thin, girlish shoulders.


I did everything I could to be like them. I wore ribbons in my hair like they did, making sure the color matched my outfit. I bought the chunkiest platform shoes I could find at the discount shoe store. I made my sister straighten the curls out of my hair with a clothing iron, kneeling beside the ironing board as she passed the hot metal as close to my scalp as possible. But I could never be like those girls with perfect, stick-straight bodies — not with my legs of steel.


One New Year’s Eve, when I was midway through high school, my older cousin Maria stopped me on my way to the buffet table.


“Holy calves!” she said, pulling on my arm and turning me around. “Girl, you’ve got amazing legs.”


“What?” I said, flustered, pulling down the hem of my knee-length dress.


“Seriously,” she continued, flashing me a big smile. “I know so many people — girls and guys — who would kill for legs like that.”


“Really?” I asked.


“Oh yeah! People do all kinds of crazy exercises to get legs as sculpted as yours. Leg lifts and squats and what not. And believe me,” she said, leaning forward and lowering her voice. “Guys love girls with strong legs.”


I let out a creaky laugh and slid out of her grasp. She can’t be serious, I thought. But as she walked away, I noticed her legs beneath her tight skirt. She didn’t have stick straight legs, either, but they didn’t look terrible in a pair of high heels. Maybe there was some truth in her words.


After that, my idea about what a beautiful body looked like began to change. Instead of unconsciously consuming what glossy magazines showed me about beauty and femininity, I investigated my own feelings about the female body. Whoever said that being strong wasn’t beautiful? I became less self-conscious about wearing shorts and skirts. So what if my legs were more muscular than those of your average football player? I decided there were more important things to worry about than the size of my calf muscles.




My idea about what a beautiful body looked like began to change.





Over the years, my tolerance for these strong and curvy legs of mine turned to affection. People still stop their cars to comment on my muscular limbs when I’m strolling in my neighborhood, but I don’t see the attention as negative anymore.
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