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FOREWORD


SUCCESS. It’s a word that you probably hear all the time.

Teachers, parents, and coaches are all likely driving home the importance of things you’re doing now at school and in life for your future “success.” And I bet I know what’s crossed your mind a few times during these pep talks: “So what? My grades don’t matter now. They’ll count in high school.” Or “Who cares about those silly clubs?” Or “What does what I do now matter for my future ‘success’? I’m in middle school, for crying out loud.”

Believe me, I get it. Today’s world is full of a lot more pressures and they seem to be hitting us younger and younger. “Can’t I just be a kid?” you might be thinking.

And you’re right! You are still young and have plenty of time to figure out what you’re going to do with the rest of your life. But your parents and teachers and coaches have been where you are and they may have a valid point.

Go with me for a second here. Say someday you want to be a doctor. Before you attain that goal, there are many other little successes you’ll need to achieve first, such as getting into med school, going to college, and even just getting an A in high school biology.

But—now here’s the cool part—each of these successes is built upon even tinier successes, and they’re things that you are probably starting to do right now. Things like building good study habits so you can achieve that A in biology, or even just picking up this book.

When you take the first steps toward the little successes, you start getting into the habit of success, and once you get into the habit, those bigger steps won’t seem so big, or scary. In fact, they’ll be exciting, because you’ll be totally ready for them.

In short, it’s really never too early to start building these habits and thinking about your college and career future. You just have to get started. You have to begin with the end in mind.

This book will help you do that. And it’ll make it fun.

Because Blake and Bo Nemelka (yep, twin brothers) understand what it’s like to be in middle school. Really, they get it. They had worries and challenges very similar to the ones you have. But they also understood that overcoming them not just once, but all the time, would make them not just successful middle schoolers, but successful people in the long run. And it worked! Blake earned a master’s degree in education administration from Vanderbilt University, and Bo received a master’s in health-care management from Yale. And because they understand middle schoolers, they know you don’t want to just be given a bunch of boring checklists of things to do. They’re going to get you involved, invested, and excited about every step on this journey. They offer real-world examples of kids just like you and exercises to help you apply each aspect of their method to your goals and interests, your definition of success.

That’s why this book is called The Middle School Student’s Guide to Academic Success: 12 Conversations for College and Career Readiness. Each of the twelve topics is meant to be a dialogue, a conversation between you and the authors and between you and a parent or mentor who can help you take what you learn and apply it to your life. But remember, a conversation is a two-way street, and the advice and guidance offered here only works if you actively engage with it. Does that sound like work? Sure, but it’s the enjoyable kind of work. Think of these conversations as your starting point, the foundation for all the exciting things ahead of you, and you get to start envisioning those exciting things right now!

So let’s get started, get talking, get motivated. It’s your future and you can make it a successful one—yes, even starting in middle school.

Sean Covey
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“If you can dream it, you can do it.”

—WALT DISNEY
AMERICAN ENTREPRENEUR, CARTOONIST, ANIMATOR, VOICE ACTOR, AND FILM PRODUCER
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A Note to

STUDENTS

IF YOU ARE A STUDENT reading this book, you are awesome! You have taken the first, and perhaps most important, step to academic success. Just by starting this book you are showing that you are looking for a way to achieve success at school and in your life.

We want to help you.

It’s rare for anyone to like their middle school years. It’s a hard time. You have to get accustomed to a much larger school. Friends begin acting weird. Lockers never cooperate and open when you need them to. English teachers overwhelm you. Math teachers lose you. And those are just the things that are happening outside of you. We know that you may also be overwhelmed by what is happening inside of you and to you. It is a rough few years.

We understand that. We remember.

You do not know us. But because we are “adults” and have written this book, you might assume that we are ancient. We’re not. Trust us. We remember middle school. Most importantly, we remember the steps we took and that our friends took to achieve success. That’s what this book is all about.

This book, this guide, is for you. But this is not something you should have to read alone. You will need help from someone to begin applying parts of it, especially since there are sections that require someone to hold you accountable to the action items we will invite you to complete.

Please ask someone you trust to read this book with you and help you along the way, especially with the action items. We refer to these individuals throughout this book as parents/mentors. They are all around you—in your family, school, and community. Pick someone and start the journey together!

Let’s start there—with the action items. We understand that action items sound suspiciously like homework. And it might even look a little bit like homework.

But it’s awesome work.

It’s life-changing work.

The key word here is work. Success takes work. And we want you to take it seriously—we want you to dig in and find out where you are now and make goals and plans for the future.

We hope the action items will challenge you, but we do not want you to ever be discouraged or give up. You can do this!

The action items are found at the end of every chapter or “Conversation.” In this book we will have 12 Conversations. We refer to each chapter as a Conversation because we want you to be engaged in a dialogue—or conversation—with your parents/mentors. To help you put into practice what you have learned, we’ve included links to worksheets at the end of the Conversations. They are available for download at http://www.theleaderinme.org/middleschoolsuccess.

We’ll tell you what helped us and our friends, and you decide what you can do to improve and grow. It’s not one-sided.

If we just talked and shared and you put the book down and walked away, it would be a failure. We want you to be completely engaged.

We chose the Conversation topics very carefully with the help of students, parents, mentors, and academic professionals. We believe these 12 things will help you now, tomorrow, and well into your future. These conversations will help you become ready for college and ready for a great career.

Speaking of your future, the Conversations are divided into two sections:

THINGS TO DO NOW

and

THINGS TO START THINKING ABOUT

The first section is dedicated to things you can start doing right now—today!

The second section includes important things that are on the horizon. These are things that may not be directly applicable today but you need to keep thinking about and preparing for in order to achieve academic success.

As you go through the 12 Conversations, you’ll notice they are structured in four parts:

    LISTEN to what the topic of Conversation is and consider why it’s important.

    LEARN from the examples of others we share with you.

    REFLECT upon your answers to thought-provoking questions.

    ACT by completing the provided action item.

Middle school is not something you have to endure or get through. It can be—in fact it should be—one of the most important times in your life. Through this guide, you can begin to lay a real foundation for success.

It is true that only you can define your own life success, but we have chosen to start with academics. Academic success unlocks the path to lifelong success. Sure, there are actually lots of paths and even more definitions of success. But we are writing about this one because it is almost a guarantee. If you do great in school, you’ll have more options when you’re done with school. And more options unlock more opportunities.

Now, we know you want to succeed in school. We know that you are trying really hard. How do we know? Because like we said earlier, you would not have even started this book if you didn’t care. So we know that you do care. But do you ever feel like you can’t get ahead? Do you sometimes feel average?

This feeling occurs because academic success is thought of as earning A’s or high marks, whereas most students earn some A’s but have a C average. Below is a curve that represents middle school grades in general.
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This curve is low on the left, high in the middle, and low on the right, showing you that 16% of students average F’s and D’s, 68% are in the middle with a C average, and another 16% of students average B’s and A’s.

So if you feel lost in the middle, do not worry! You’re actually in really good company. But we want to help you beat the middle.

We know that grades are not the true measure of overall academic success. So we have created a list of everything you should be thinking about. Below are the 12 Conversations we will have with you and your parents/mentors that will help you achieve success.

The 12 Conversations
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Are you ready? Then turn the page already!
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“There are some folks you can talk to until you’re blue in the face—they’re never going to get it and they’re never going to change. But every once in a while, you’ll run into someone who is eager to listen, eager to learn, and willing to try new things. Those are the people we need to reach. We have a responsibility as parents, older people, teachers, and people in the neighborhood to recognize that.”

—TYLER PERRY
AMERICAN ACTOR, FILMMAKER, PLAYWRIGHT, AUTHOR, AND SONGWRITER
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A Note to

PARENTS & MENTORS

IF YOU ARE A PARENT/MENTOR of a student reading this book, thank you! You are invested in a student’s academic and lifelong success, and you are clearly seeking meaningful ways to help. We believe this book will act as a guide and prepare you to do just that.

At this point, let’s be honest. The majority of middle school students will not read this book alone; therefore, we invite you to read the chapters, understand the content, and hold this student accountable to the action items at the end of each Conversation.

If you force this book onto a student, it won’t work. You understand that. Our solution to this is to help you engage your student and assist you in presenting this material in a way that will inspire him or her to want academic success. We can’t do this for you because you know your student best, but we are confident you will understand how best to implement the materials in this book. To help you help your student(s), we have included links to worksheets at the end of the Conversations. They are available for download at http://www.theleaderinme.org/middleschoolsuccess.

As you do this, remember these words by William Arthur Ward:


The mediocre teacher tells.

The good teacher explains.

The superior teacher demonstrates.

The great teacher inspires.



For the best result, don’t tell. If you can incorporate these principles, if you can demonstrate them and inspire your student to do better because he or she sees that it has worked for you, you have helped shape a life for the better.

It’s unfortunate that the idea of “it takes a village to raise a child” is so politically charged because it is true. Personally, many people, including spouses, children, parents, stepparents, siblings, in-laws, friends, aunts and uncles, grandparents, cousins, religious leaders, teachers, counselors, coaches, etc., have supported us and continue to support us in our academic pursuits. These people make up our village.

When we were in a scouting program, certain skills were required to earn a merit badge—a symbol representing the scout had learned and practiced a specific skill. Someone trained in his or her field taught each merit badge class. Parents/mentors can learn from this model by connecting students with those more qualified than themselves in select areas. You’ll be grateful for and surprised at the talent that exists in your family, community, and even online as you work together to help your student.

Achieving success is a process. In order for you to better understand this process, we built a Student Accountability Model that depicts a student’s potential path as he or she is held accountable to apply the factors/principles found within this book.


STUDENT ACCOUNTABILITY MODEL

[image: Images]



Allow us to explain this model further, but never forget that your student can achieve success! You have to believe this if he or she is going to believe it.

The Student Accountability Model is founded upon four guiding principles:

DESIRE

You want to succeed academically through being inspired by someone you trust.
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	Imagine someone giving you a delicious apple he or she grew, inspiring you to plant apple seeds and grow your own delicious apples.





ACT

You learn and try implementing the 12 Conversations.
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	You plant the apple seeds and give them water, sunlight, and nutrients. Through these actions you begin to see a plant grow—short-term evidence that what you are doing is working.





ENDURE

You consistently do what the 12 Conversations require over time.
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	You diligently and patiently nourish the plant into a tree over a long period of time with confidence that your consistent actions will produce results—delicious apples.





ACHIEVE

You accomplish your original desire and share your experiences to help others achieve their potential.
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	Your tree produces delicious apples you can pick, eat, and share with others who you feel would benefit and be able to grow their own delicious apples.





We’ve drawn arrows with each principle to represent a continuous process that:

• instills desire

• invites action

• encourages endurance

• rewards achievement over time

    As you follow the four guiding principles and hold your student accountable for learning and applying the 12 factors, taught as Conversations in this book, you both will succeed, and we sincerely hope you will help others do the same.
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