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To our middlers, Joseph, Theresa, and Skyler
Rose, whose growing up inspired us to grow
as parents and cultivate new parenting skills.
                    We love you.
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Introduction
Getting a
View from the
Ferris Wheel


“The biggest challenge in dealing with this age group
is their roller-coaster emotions.”

(Middle school teacher from Washington)



“She’s driving me crazy!” the mother of a thirteen-year-old girl confessed to a friend over the phone. “Her math teacher called to tell me she hasn’t handed in any homework for three days. You should see her room! I expect the board of health will soon condemn it. And the way she dresses! The other day she sprayed blue streaks in her hair and painted her fingernails to match.”

She sighed. “But you know, she can be such fun! The other night she challenged me to a game of cards, Go Fish, like we used to play when she was younger. We played for almost two hours and talked about everything—school, music, her French club, several books she’s read, our last summer vacation. And I was reminded what a great kid she is—smart, funny, warm, caring.

“Of course, it was just a lull in the storm,” she said, sadness in her voice. “By the next morning, we were at each other’s throats again. I just can’t wait until these years are over!”

Parenting a child from ages ten through fifteen is truly challenging. Like the view from a Ferris Wheel, the highs are exhilarating; but looking down can be flip-flop stomach scary. It is the best of times and the worst of times.

“How can this be?” parents ask themselves and each other. How could a child, who yesterday was so happy, cooperative, and sharing have metamorphosed into such a moody, angry, and selfish individual? Parents lose patience and heart, particularly when they are on the receiving end of so much hostility:

“Why can’t I stay out until midnight? I’m old enough.”

“I hate you! You never let me do anything!”

“It’s my room and I like it messy!”

“I won’t change my dress! It’s not too tight!”

“Why can’t you be like David’s dad? He never yells.”

“I don’t care if the whole family’s going to the museum. It’s boring. I’d rather hang out with my friends.”

“This dinner sucks! Why couldn’t we go out for pizza?”

“What do you mean I’ve been on the phone for over an hour? I just got on!”

“You’re ruining my life!”

Soon it seems like all your close encounters—with an alien being who bears just a passing resemblance to your son or daughter—are of the angry kind. Two-way communication stops. You feel your offspring spinning out of control, out of your orbit. You, of course, want your child to be independent, to explore new worlds. Yet how will you be able to exert any control once he has left your atmosphere? Will the gravitational pull of your love and concern be strong enough to help him steer clear of all the destructive forces that he will encounter?

“My son always depended upon me for help and advice,” remarked the father of a thirteen-year-old. “Now he credits me with as much intelligence as a sow bug.”

“My daughter is a total enigma to me,” confided another mother. “I have no idea what makes her tick and it scares me to death.”

As mothers of children in this age group, we, too, have had moments when we felt ill-prepared for the challenges of parenting. On more than one occasion we have faced problems—cliques, setting limits, school issues—that have sent us scrambling for advice and guidance. Again and again we found it difficult to come up with the authoritative information we needed to help us make sound parenting decisions. While there are many books to help parents through other stages of their children’s development—infancy, toddlers, preschool, grade school, and teens—we found surprisingly little written to help parents cope with the overwhelming physical, intellectual, and emotional changes experienced by the ten-to fifteen-year-old.

In fact, this age group is one that has somehow fallen between the cracks. As parents, and as a society, we are now playing catch-up. Great Transitions: Preparing Adolescents for a New Century, a 1995 report from the Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development focusing on ten-to fourteen-year-olds observed: “A social consensus holds that knowledge about infant and child development is critical to a child’s future. No such consensus yet exists in defining the knowledge parents should have about the adolescent years or about their roles during that critical period.”

Perhaps one reason a consensus on parenting ten-to fifteen-year-olds has been slow to develop is that there is no one foolproof way to parent them. In contrast to early childhood, children in this age group mature at wildly different rates. As a result, children younger than ten and older than fifteen may exhibit many of the same characteristics we’ll be describing.

Just look around your son or daughter’s class. Some children are tall and mature looking; others small and childlike. And the differences are more than skin deep. While one twelve-year-old may fight for later curfews and more freedoms, another may withdraw, shunning family and friends. These two reactions are typical and normal ones for a child going through puberty. Yet each child manages to worry a parent.

The Life of a Ten-to Fifteen-Year-Old

The old saying goes: “Don’t judge someone until you have walked a mile in his shoes.” So, for a moment, imagine what your life would be like if you encountered some of the same difficulties in your own life as those being endured by your young adolescent:

Congratulations! You’ve been promoted, moved up another step on the ladder. Initially, you’re euphoric, expecting you can now operate with more freedom. It doesn’t take long, however, for you to see that there are many negatives and few positives resulting from your new position. Your workload has doubled. Your added responsibilities now require you to toil at home an hour or more every evening on projects you regard as little more than busywork. And your boss doesn’t seem to trust you. He is constantly second-guessing you, listening in on your phone calls, going through your papers when you’re not looking. Nothing seems to please him. Yesterday he reprimanded you because your desk was untidy!

Your coworkers aren’t much help. There is an in-group and you are decidedly on the outs. No matter what you wear or how you comb your hair, someone manages to make a snide remark. Would it be paranoid to say that they are out to get you? The other day, one of them criticized your proposal in a meeting, embarrassing you in front of the client. Work is difficult enough without having to worry about being sabotaged by your peers.

On top of everything else, you feel lousy these days. Maybe it’s the flu that’s making you so tired. You can’t seem to get out of bed in the morning. And your appearance! Your face has broken out and nothing seems to help. You’ve put on maybe ten pounds since the holidays, all in the wrong places. You looked in the mirror this morning and couldn’t believe what you saw. Too many sweets, no doubt. Nothing in your closet fits. Time to diet again.

Doesn’t sound like much fun, does it? Welcome to your child’s world! These young people are living life in a pressure cooker. Is it any wonder they occasionally explode? Here are just a few of the frustrations they must contend with:

They yearn for independence when they are still being told what to do by their parents, teachers, and older siblings.

They are the target of many advertising campaigns, yet have little disposable income of their own.

They worry about their appearance while nature is wreaking havoc with their bodies.

They long for peer acceptance while some of those same peers make life miserable for them.

They worry about doing well in school while their workload and responsibilities increase.

They are on the brink of adulthood, yet have trouble controlling childlike impulses.

They are eager to voice their opinions, but they still have difficulty formulating coherent arguments.

They maintain a hectic schedule—between school, sports, social events, and extracurricular activities—at a time when their physical development demands they sleep more.

These years have never been easy for children or their parents. In 400 B.C. Socrates observed: “Young people nowadays love luxury; they have bad manners and contempt for authority. They show disrespect for old people and love silly talk in place of exercise. They no longer stand up when older people enter the room; they contradict their parents, talk constantly in front of company, gobble their food and tyrannize their teachers.”

“Adolescence hasn’t changed,” observed Dr. Ralph I. Lopez, a Manhattan specialist in adolescent medicine. “We didn’t invent it.”

Of course many things have changed since the days of Socrates. The world has become a more dangerous and stressful place for young people. When today’s parents were this age, their lives were fairly stable and uncomplicated. The vast majority of children lived in two-parent families. Schools were safe, uncrowded, and close to home. The only people in the neighborhood who carried guns were policemen.

Contrast that lifestyle to the one now experienced by a young person. More than half of all American children will spend at least part of their childhood or adolescence in a single-parent family, according to the Carnegie Commission. Violence for many is an accepted part of their lives. Children ages twelve and up are the most common victims of crime and two-thirds of their victimizers are other children. Many have witnessed a violent crime. Alcohol and drug abuse is prevalent. (Thirteen percent of young adolescents have used marijuana.) The number of children having children is staggering. (Forty percent of ninth graders have had sexual intercourse and 20 percent of high schoolers say they have had at least four partners.)

There is scientific data to prove that these children, because of better nutrition, are reaching puberty at an earlier age. (The average age of menstruation is now twelve, compared to thirteen back in 1960.) But in many ways, the intellectual and emotional maturity of these children has not caught up. Some are forced into adult situations before they are able to cope. They are bombarded with TV shows, movies, videos, and music that contain violence and explicit language and images.

Peer pressure has always been an issue with this age group, but these days a parent has genuine cause to worry. A lapse in judgment may have serious, irreversible consequences. A fifteen-year-old who has unprotected sexual intercourse, for example, risks not only an unplanned pregnancy but also AIDS. (Every month, the number of teens who test positive for the HIV virus doubles.)

No wonder parents are anxious! Saving a young adolescent from danger is more complicated than catching a toddler who is about to fall off the monkey bars. We can’t hover over our ten-to fifteen-year-olds, arms outstretched, in the event of an accident. For the most part, they’re on their own, traveling to and from school, spending the afternoon at the mall, or going to the movies. Sometimes we have to let our children suffer the consequences. We hope for two things: That those consequences won’t be too severe and that they will learn something valuable from the experience.

Losing control is never a pleasant feeling, and losing control over someone you love, someone you know still needs your guidance, is downright chilling.

Some parents react by withdrawing. “Grit your teeth and get through it,” the parent of an older teen advised. “It will be over in a few years.”

Other parents recede into the background assuming it’s appropriate. They believe the following statements:

Young children need parents more than older children do.

Young adolescents need to be left alone in order to become independent.

My child has a personal life now and it doesn’t include me.

Ten-to fifteen-year-olds care more about what their peers think than what their parents think.

For the record, all these perceptions are wrong! Young adolescents need more, not less, from parents. Children in this age group care what parents think, far and above what anyone else thinks.

These young people are walking contradictions and the greatest inconsistency involves their parents. “Young adolescents are a dichotomy,” admits Ross Burkhardt, past president of the National Middle School Association (NMSA), veteran middle school teacher, and parent. “Mom and Dad are extremely important even though they don’t want to admit it. This can be very confusing for parents.”

Parents who believe that their children really mean it when they say, “Leave me alone,” need to take another look. What a child may be saying is, “I want more privacy than you are giving me now. But don’t go too far. I might need you later.”

The parenting job is not less important as a child grows beyond ten. The fact is that hands-on parenting makes or breaks the future of young adolescents. The Carnegie Council points out, “Studies show that although young adolescents crave—and require—adult support and guidance as they struggle toward independence, it is during the period ages ten through fourteen when these essential requirements are least likely to be met. If the nation continues to neglect this age group, millions of young adolescents will become ‘lifelong casualties’ of drug and alcohol abuse, teen pregnancy, AIDS, suicide, violence, and inadequate education.”

Parents who misread their middlers will miss a golden opportunity—perhaps their last chance for many years—to play an active role in their children’s lives.

Why the Term “Middlers”?

Prepubescent. Preteen. Preadolescent. The very terms used to describe this period suggest these years are merely a prelude to something else and not worthy of focusing on for too long. Yet this phase of life entails changes as dramatic and significant as the toddler years, and presents opportunities (or lost chances) for your child’s success in school, relationships, and life.

We have introduced the word “middler” to emphasize the unique and far-reaching developmental tasks and situations that emerge during these years. When parents comprehend what their children are feeling and struggling with developmentally, they have a different (and wiser) perspective to evaluate behavior, attitudes, and shortcomings. They can stop worrying, “Is my child bad?” and focus on dilemmas and solutions rather than labels. Moreover, sharing this information about what’s normal with a middler is reassuring, even empowering.

The word “middler” reflects the influence of the middle school, an institution that has become, after parents, the most important influence in the lives of these children. Begun in the early 1960s, the middle school movement, advocating a five-to-eight-or six-to-eight-grade configuration, was a response by educators to develop a curriculum that would best serve the distinctive qualities and learning style of the ten-to fifteen-year-old. Team teaching and integrative curriculum are just a few of the changes that middle schools brought about to nurture young adolescents not ready emotionally for the impersonal atmosphere of high school. Middle school educators, led by the National Middle School Association (NMSA), are constantly reevaluating teaching techniques, exploring new ways in which the ten-to fifteen-year-old can best be taught, and broadcasting what they learn to the parent community.

This book is a step toward giving parents the information they need during these critical years. Within these pages you will find many facts, an abundance of anecdotes (comfort that you are not alone), expertise culled from interviews with leading experts brought together for the first time, and advice, sometimes plain and simple and other times presented in exercises designed to enhance your parenting skills.

Each of us brings to the job of mother and father our own unique style of parenting, the result of many factors—our upbringing, current family makeup, community, religion, economic situation, set of values. You will be asked to give some thought to your own parenting posture. Are you rigid or too friendly? How you parent significantly affects your actions, and equally compelling, your young adolescent’s reactions. (In Chapter Nine on drugs, for example, you’ll see how your answers influence your child’s decision-making.)

We will share with you the results of a survey we conducted with the assistance of the NMSA. We mailed questionnaires to all fifty states and six Canadian provinces, soliciting opinions from parents, teachers, and the middlers themselves. You will hear the voices of these children and adults throughout these pages. Our findings will enlighten, surprise, alarm, and ultimately reassure you as you devise your own parenting plan for these six important years.

And don’t forget: what works for one family may not work for yours. You need to know your own child, educate yourself, trust your instincts, and be flexible enough to admit when you go wrong.

Once you appreciate what your child is going through (and examine your responses as well), it will be much easier for you to stay solidly in his or her corner. You are your child’s advocate, the person who knows your child best. If you’ve allowed your middler to push you away, now is the time to get close again. We hope this comprehensive guide will help. We want to inform, not alarm, educate not aggravate, middler parents. We want you to acquire the skills you need to parent, but we also want you to enjoy your experiences with these bright, entertaining, and energetic human beings.

Strategies: Discover Your Past As Middlers

Have you forgotten what it’s like to be a middler? Take time to remember. Here are some ways to manage that:


	Locate an old photo of yourself, one when you were the same age your child is now. Look at your expression. Can you recall what you were thinking that day? How about your appearance? It all comes flooding back, right? How you hated that shirt your mother made you wear for your picture. Or how that haircut made you look like a geek. And great timing on that pimple on your nose!


	Call your mother, father, sister, brother. Talk about what you were like at ten, eleven, fourteen. Chances are your memories and theirs will be quite different. Were you really as helpful around the house as you tell your children you were? (Your parents may disagree!) Did you spend hours on the phone? Play loud music? Watch too much TV? What did you and your siblings fight about? Perhaps you weren’t as “perfect” as you recall.


	Call an old school friend. Did you really work as hard in school as you tell your child you did? (Locate an old report card to uncover the true story!) What does your friend remember? What did you obsess about? Did you get into trouble? Doing what? What you learn may surprise you.


	Talk to your spouse. Encourage your husband or wife to take a walk into the past. Share what you have learned.


	Play some music, songs that were popular when you were your middler’s age. Close your eyes and try to remember where you were, what you were doing, and how you felt as you listened. What long-forgotten feelings are resurfacing? Lust? Fear of not being accepted by the group? Longing for more freedom?




Going through these exercises will give you a deeper appreciation of what it is like to be your child’s age. Try to hold on to those memories as you parent. Your life wasn’t uncomplicated as a middler. Neither is your child’s. A little empathy will go a long way.






Are You Spending Enough Time with Your Middler?

According to a 1995 New York Times poll, children spend on average three hours a day with parents, which is 40 percent less time spent than in 1960. How much of that time is spent in meaningful communication? The University of Michigan polled 1,500 households, concluding mothers spend less than thirty minutes a day in conversation (not criticizing or delivering commands), while fathers on weekdays tallied up eight minutes on average.

We wondered if parents agree they are spending less time with their children. So we asked. In our survey, 51 percent of parents said they spent less time with their young adolescent than they did five years ago.

Middlers love their families and need time and attention from parents. Let us count a few statistical ways:


	Ninety-three percent of nine-to eleven-year-olds consider being part of a loving family to be much more important than owning material things, according to a survey done by Nickelodeon TV. A surprising response from our material girls and boys.


	Eighty-eight percent credit family as their greatest source of self-esteem. (Nickelodeon survey)


	Among students ranging in age from ten to thirteen, 72 percent wanted to talk to their parents more about schoolwork according to the National Commission on Children. Forty percent of parents in another study confessed they are not devoting enough time to their children’s education.




“Children do suffer from a lack of emotional contact with their parents,” says Dr. Robert Motta, director of the doctoral program in school-community psychology at Hofstra University. “The child who feels he is not the parent’s primary focus suffers damage to self-esteem, but gets by. The danger lies in the contingent fact that parents then stop serving as the child’s guide in terms of discipline and emotional support.”

If you don’t put in the hours, you cannot be your child’s most prized possession, her source of positive self-image, his tutor, and guiding light.






One
Playing Mind Reader

Understanding Your Middler’s
Developing Intellect


“These kids really make me laugh!”

(Seventh-grade teacher from California)



Every age of a child has its joys but the years from ten to fifteen are truly exceptional. Being with your middler—whether you are playing ball, shopping, visiting a museum, or just talking—can be a lot of fun. You can actually carry on a conversation, a meaningful conversation, with your child. “Did you see this story in the morning newspaper about …?” What follows can be a lively exchange where you will no doubt marvel at all your offspring knows. There is serious brain activity going on here as your middler develops the ability to think in a more abstract way.

Middlers are funny. These are the years when children acquire a more sophisticated sense of humor, finally moving away from all those bathroom jokes. “Imagine a profession where you actually get paid for having fun!” enthused one teacher. “That’s what teaching middle level is all about … FUN. The students are spontaneous, yet honest. Corny jokes and uncontrolled laughter roll from their mouths.”

We can almost hear parents reading this statement ask incredulously: “Fun? My son or daughter fun? Are we talking about the same child?”

Well, yes—and no. Dr. Ralph I. Lopez, specialist in adolescent medicine, points out that each child is actually three children:


	The kid you know who behaves as your son or daughter.


	The kid who may tell another adult, like a teacher, things he or she won’t tell parents.


	The kid who hangs out with other kids.




So that same child who may delight a teacher will come home and anger a parent. Part of it has to do with who your child is; the other part has to do with how your child feels he should be around you. Society in general and parents in particular can be overly critical and harsh with middlers. “The delinquent minority gets all the news,” observed a seventh-grade teacher from New Mexico. “The majority of today’s youth are super good kids who want to be successful and happy.”

“There is a preponderance of dismal statistics, which the media always picks up,” admitted Michael Conn, a member of the Children’s Environments Research Group within the Environmental Psychology Department of CUNY Graduate Center. “This negativity has to do with funding patterns. If adolescent pregnancy is a problem, funding results, and so negatives are reported. Ditto with drug abuse.”

Yet reading the daily headlines may cause a parent to quake. All this bad news perpetuates stereotypes of this age group. You expect the worst and you get it. Pretty soon the bad times outnumber the good and you have forgotten that your child can be fun, generous, and responsible.

That fact was brought home to us one night as we checked into one of the many parenting bulletin boards online that dealt specifically with the ten-to fifteen-year-old. Every single item posted was a cry for help.

“My twelve-year-old won’t do his homework! What can I do?”

“My daughter is turning thirteen soon and is acting like someone I don’t even know. Lying, stealing, answering back. Help!”

The entries continued in this negative way until the mother of a three-year-old joined in the electronic conversation to exclaim: “Oh, wow! I am the mom of a three-year-old boy and I read this area to see what we are in store for. Sounds a little intimidating. Also makes me grateful for the sweetness and light I’ve got right now.”

But there are many moments of “sweetness and light” with middlers. “My daughter pretended to be the tooth fairy when I recently had a wisdom tooth extracted,” said the mother of an eleven-year-old. “She left a very funny note under my pillow along with a certificate for a free frozen yogurt of my choice.”

Educators and other professionals who have studied middlers as a group also believe there is much good news. “New knowledge about adolescence has begun to illuminate the positive and adaptive qualities of this transitional stage in development as well as the problems,” according to Great Transitions: Preparing Adolescents for a New Century. “Although young adolescents are often stereotyped as moody, rebellious, self-indulgent, and incapable of learning anything serious, research indicates that this portrait is greatly overdrawn.”

Based on the results of our survey, middler parents do delight in the fun side of their children. Even though they complained about moodiness, messy rooms, and lost homework papers, they also boasted about their children, eager to point to their accomplishments and happy times they have shared. “No day is the same,” said the Idaho parent of two middlers. “They are humorous and love life. I enjoy their energy level and being able to do things together.”

Budding Intellects

Middlers are changing every day on many different fronts. Those chameleon-like qualities can keep us on our toes. As parents, it’s vital that we maintain a positive and optimistic view of our children and their future potential. What follows is an overview of the major intellectual developments that are changing the way our children see and respond to the world around them. We hope you will see similarities with your own child that will help you to appreciate his or her very special qualities.

SKILLMASTERS
Middlers begin to appreciate—and exploit—
their unique abilities.

By the time they are ten, children have been exposed to a wide range of activities and interests, inside and outside of school. With few exceptions, these pursuits have been parent or teacher-driven. Certain pastimes are required coursework at school—team sports and art, for example. Others are avocations that parents deem important for their children—piano, ballet, tennis, skiing. During the middle school years, children begin to express their own preferences in somewhat forceful terms. They are no longer complacent about being dragged from one location to the next. Requiring them to practice a musical instrument they loathe will be an exercise in frustration.

Most middlers are not trying to be rebellious. They are merely coming into their own. They are growing physically and their new bodies—stronger, taller, and more coordinated—allow them to succeed at endeavors that were out of their reach before. They are learning about themselves and that learning curve involves discovering what they enjoy and do well. “I dance,” enthused a seventh-grader from Idaho. “I enjoy it and I’m good at it.” Because of their intellectual development, many young people are able to articulate exactly why they pursue various activities. “I play volleyball because you work as a team with one goal—bump, set, spike,” said a fifteen-year-old female from Saskatchewan, Canada. “I get a sense of satisfaction and accomplishment out of playing it well.” Similarly, an eighth-grader from Louisiana said: “I like to play football for the strategy involved.”

This coming together of determination and skill means that there will be many opportunities for you to relish your child’s accomplishments, whether in the classroom, in the concert hall, or on the playing fields. “My son loves soccer and has really worked at improving his game,” said one father. “He plays defense and because he is not credited with scoring the goals, his contributions may often be overlooked by others. But I know how hard he works and the phenomenal job he does. And he knows I know. It has been a terrific experience for both of us to watch his progress.”

In the classroom, middlers may begin to focus on particular classes that interest them, sometimes to the detriment of other subjects. A fascination with space may precipitate studying the planets, visiting a planetarium, and spending time with a telescope. If the interest wanes, the telescope may end up in the junk heap. But if it continues and grows, the child may become a serious student of astronomy. Watching your child become so enamored will be exciting for you, as well as an opportunity to learn about something that you may have overlooked. Nothing pleases a middler more than turning the tables on an adult, becoming instructor rather than student.

This journey of self-discovery has a downside. Your middler’s preoccupation with self may begin to resemble arrogance, indifference, and anger if his efforts fall short.

“My daughter woke up three months ago a changed person when she turned eleven,” said one mother. “All of sudden my bubbling, open little girl turned into a moody and private person. It was hard for me to take! So much happens to girls this age. She summed it up one day, ‘I just wish I was Peter Pan.’ She wants so much to grow up but it can be hard.”

You look at your child as having her whole future ahead of her. Yet what she sees is that she is leaving her childhood behind to move into another part of her life that doesn’t seem as safe or secure.

Have you ever had a career change? If so, you might have some idea of what your middler is experiencing. It probably took you a while to sort things out. Chances are once you did, you discovered talents and abilities you never knew you possessed.

Eventually, most children sort it all out, too, emerging in late adolescence as the self-assured, confident people we always knew they would be. Remarked a clairvoyant seventh-grader from Vermont: “I am someone who is going to get somewhere.”

GREAT THINKERS


Middlers begin to develop sophisticated reasoning powers.

Your middler’s way of reasoning is vastly different from the way he thought as a child. A young child tends to think in concrete terms: A person who is crying is sad, while a person who is smiling is happy. A middler is able to look for deeper meaning. A person’s tears may be ones of happiness, or a person’s smile may be a mask to hide sadness.

We saw evidence of this abstract thinking in our surveys. In describing themselves, only 15 percent wrote down a straightforward physical account (“I have blue eyes, blond hair”), something a young child is most likely to do. The overwhelming majority used words that went beyond surface appearances to provide a philosophical and psychological portrait of themselves. For example:

“I see a kid who is searching for answers to the deep questions of life and just starting to get them.” (Thirteen-year-old boy from New Jersey)

“I see a big nose and big curls. I also see a future pediatrician.” (Thirteen-year-old girl from California)

“I see a black kid who tries hard at everything he does and wants to make something of himself.” (Thirteen-year-old boy from Louisiana)

“I see pride and confidence.” (Thirteen-year-old from Idaho)

“I see a girl wondering what the future holds for her generation.” (Fourteen-year-old from California)

“I see a girl who is worried about the little things—how I look, am I popular, do I make the right choices?” (Twelve-year-old from Maine)

“I see someone who has the ability to do whatever I want if I take the right roads.” (Twelve-year-old boy from Vermont)

Soon your middler will be applying his intellectual prowess to problem-solving. Keep in mind, however, that your son’s brain power is still developing. It will be many years before he is able to think and reason like an adult. During this transition period, he may need some assistance in formulating his arguments. Providing such assistance doesn’t mean making a decision for him. A light touch is called for. The Vermont mother of a twelve-year-old performed that feat.

Mom: “What an unpredictable set of events! Whoever thought the district music festival would conflict with your GS (giant slalom) race. I know you feel GS is your better event …”

Child: “I really want to be in the festival, but want to qualify for the state ski races.”

“Long before our car ride ended,” the mother said, “he came up with an appropriate plan of action with a little guidance but mostly empathetic ‘Hmms,’ etc.”

Moments such as these can be satisfying. Other times, however, your budding intellectual may test your nerves and patience. Arguing with your middler can often be as demanding as a presidential debate. He no longer will yield to your point of view without a good fight. He’s not trying to be difficult. But his developing mind will no longer accept the simple explanations that may have placated him in the past. Let’s take one example. It’s Saturday afternoon and your son has agreed to accompany you to the grocery store to help with the shopping. While you are pleased he is coming, you are not pleased with the way he has decided to dress—in torn jeans, a dirty T-shirt, and a baseball hat worn backward.

Here’s the discussion that follows:

“Jed, I would prefer that you wore another pair of pants and a clean shirt.”

“These are fine. Why should I change?”

“Because I would like you to.”

“Well, I don’t want to. Why do I have to get dressed to go shopping?”

“Because I might see some of my friends and I would like you to look presentable.”

“I am presentable. And they’re your friends, not mine. Why should I care what they think of my clothing?”

It’s frustrating to have a child who refuses to yield without a good reason. And, let’s face it, there are many occasions when we want things done just because. It’s hard to justify such a request.

“Pick up your room.”

“Why?”

“Because you won’t be able to find anything.” “I can find whatever I need.”

“How can you be comfortable with all this junk around?”

“I’m perfectly comfortable.”

“What if company comes?”

“I’ll close the door.”

“Suppose it’s one of your friends?”

“My friends’ rooms are even worse.”

“AAAARRRGGGGHHH!”

Of course, these two examples deal with the superficial—sloppy clothes, messy rooms. These are hardly infractions that start someone on the road to ruin. But they will suffice as a good warm-up for the discussions that really count. You know what we mean, those dealing with drugs, alcohol, tobacco, sex. Be forewarned that you will need to be armed with more than “because I said so’s,” when you discuss any of these topics. (We will help prepare you for these discussions in later chapters.) The positive side of all this is that once your child has played devil’s advocate with you, he will be well prepared to resist pressure from his peers.

ANTHROPOLOGISTS

Middlers are fascinated with the outside world and how it affects them.

These children are eager to learn about their world. Even the child who finds science textbooks boring is apt to be concerned about the environment. More than 35,000 middlers belong to the environmental group Greenpeace. “I have many students with strong convictions about religious and society’s morals and values,” said a middle school teacher from Saskatchewan. “Most are honest and concerned with the environment and other people’s lives.”

When the Sunday newspapers arrive, your child may no longer be content with the funnies. She will scan the headlines, eager to understand what is happening at home as well as abroad. Soon your middler begins to make connections between what she is learning at school and the real world. “In math we learned about sales tax,” said a seventh-grader from California. “I need to know that to figure out how much something costs.”

Certain coursework is apt to bore middlers because they see no way to immediately use the information they are studying. These children live in the here and now. The concept of learning facts because they might be able to use them in the future eludes them. Why learn if they can’t use that knowledge right away?

But for those subjects that are relevant, middlers will attack them with enthusiasm. “We always see violence around us,” said an eighth-grader from California. “We were born with it. In history class we are taught about how we declared war. How can we as a nation and individuals look beyond that or are we too scared about what we might find?” Chances are this student will not rest until she has received some answers to her questions.

ATTENTION-SEEKERS

Middlers still need and seek out approval of parents and other adults.

Because middlers are seeking to establish their own identities many parents feel they are being pushed away. The truth is just the opposite. “These children are so hungry for positive attention,” said a seventh-grade teacher from New Mexico. “They are still willing to be molded by your wisdom and the experiences you offer to them.”

Teachers notice this every day in their classrooms. “The kids get very sensitive,” said one teacher. “They are so worried that they aren’t liked, that everyone’s watching them.” Students will constantly ask, “How did you like my project?” or “Did you enjoy my composition?”

“Was my poem any good?” They are desperately seeking sustenance in the form of a compliment, a smile, a kind word.

Attentive teachers experience the boomerang effect: former students return to once again bask in the attention. “I have several students from years ago who come in after school to see me,” said Lisa Garcia, a teacher in Tucson, Arizona. “Others call me on the phone, to see how I’m doing and to ask me math questions. One girl remembered a game I have, a logic problem. She called me up to see if she could borrow it.”

The simple fact is that these young people still need and want parents and other adults in their lives. They need their love, their guidance, their hugs, their encouragement, their wisdom. “You can’t straighten their hair in public, but they still want you to love them,” said Judith Baenen, president of St. Mary’s Academy in Englewood, Colorado. “You can do the hugging at home.”

ACTIVISTS

Middlers believe they can make a difference.

As middlers become more aware of the larger world that exists outside their own, they begin to focus on the problems and injustices they see. “My students worry about their future in our world and about the welfare of others,” said one seventh-and eighth-grade teacher from Nevada. “They want the world to be a better place.”

True to form, they will want to make changes and make them fast. When that’s not possible—and ninety-nine times out of a 100, it probably won’t be—they will be angry and frustrated.

Middlers resemble the freshman congresspeople who come storming into Washington in January following an election. Most often, these newly elected representatives are young, idealistic, full of enthusiasm, and still euphoric over being voted into office. They have ideas and no one—in some cases, not even the President—is going to tell them something is impossible. In two years, after running up against the Washington bureaucracy, some will despair, yet others will have learned how to cut through red tape.

One mother gave this example: “My son loves guinea pigs and he was appalled when he visited a local pet store and found that these animals were being kept in cages that were crowded, unclean, and without adequate food and water supplies. He complained to the store manager but was shrugged off. I guess the manager felt he was just a kid. So my son came home and called the ASPCA. At first they refused to take his complaint seriously, but they finally sent out an investigator to look into the matter.”

The middler complaint voiced most often is, “It’s not fair!” “Kids this age have a very strong sense of justice,” said Joe Kelly, managing editor of New Moon, a magazine written for girls by girls. “Fairness and justice are the same thing.” Because adults make the rules, middlers often find themselves chafing under the bit of grown-up authority.

But if the circumstances are right, these children can move beyond criticism and accomplish a great deal. “One large common denominator is that these things (girls putting out a magazine such as New Moon, for example) happen when an adult respects the children,” Kelly said. “I see that every day with our magazine. The kids are running the magazine. We have created an environment where they can use their inherent power and then we can follow them. Because our society is the way it is, they seldom get to use that power.”

IDEALISTS

Middlers begin to develop their own set of personal values.

A father lectures his son about staying away from drugs and then pours himself a tumbler of Scotch.

A mother complains to her daughter about the lyrics of a rock song, then swears at a cab driver.

A teacher requires his students to hand in homework on time but is always late returning tests.

Gotcha!

Any one of the above examples is liable to illicit a strong reaction when witnessed by a middler. As we get older, we begin to reconcile the contrary nature of everyday life. Even if you are against swearing, it’s hard not to blurt out a four-letter word when a passing car hits a puddle and drenches your new suit with mud. Middlers, with their developing sense of values, will zero in on these discrepancies. So you may start out reprimanding your son for smoking and wind up defending your drinking. Chances are it will keep you on your toes. “Most ten-to fifteen-year-olds are genuine and real,” said a seventh-and eighth-grade teacher from California. “No phony cover-ups or mind games. They tell you straight up how it is.”

Young children generally espouse the views of their parents. “I enjoy watching the values I’ve been teaching them become their own,” said the California mother of two middlers. But the ten-to fifteen-year-old will start to scrutinize those values more carefully.

“We had a mini course in debating and the kids decided they wanted to focus on welfare,” said Susan Berrington, a seventh-grade social studies teacher at Mount View Middle School in Marriottsville, Maryland. One boy, who was from a very conservative right-wing family, signed up for the debate to argue against welfare. Berrington explained, however, that he had to do research, pro and con, before he chose a side. After looking into the subject, he changed his opinion.

“He came to the conclusion that some compassion was necessary and that some people might need welfare payments,” she said. “He didn’t come through with his stereotypical line.”

SOCIAL WORKERS

Middlers are sympathetic and,
with guidance, begin to see and meet other people’s needs.

These children have a sweet, giving nature that comes out often in most unexpected ways. One teacher in a tough, inner-city school told about an autistic boy in her class who was gifted but frequently disrupted the classroom. On one occasion he threw a chair at another boy in the class who happened to be a gang member, an incident that might have triggered retaliation after school. But the gang left the autistic boy alone. “They understood that throwing things was the only way he could deal with a situation,” said the teacher.

The concern the children showed toward this autistic child, however, lasted throughout the entire school year. Whenever the autistic boy ran out of the classroom, other students, boys as well as girls, would go after him, to make sure he was okay.

Our surveys were filled with accounts from parents and teachers of the good deeds their children have done, whether for a stranger in a faraway country or a good friend at home. “Kids care about the homeless and lost ones of our society and they can make a tremendous difference in the lives of displaced people,” said a fifth-grade teacher from Vermont.

“There is a lot of good in these children,” said Judith Baenen. “People who have worked with the middle schoolers love them. They sit and talk. Whatever the project is, they do it. They’re always friendly, never complaining.”

INNOCENTS

Middlers can still look at the world with wide-eyed wonder.

On the threshold of adulthood, middlers have not lost their innocence. “She’s young enough to be very happy to play as a child, but also exploring adulthood,” said a mother from Vermont. “I love to watch.”

One teacher noted that her students are still pleased with stickers and prizes that the high school kids might think are not cool. “These students,” she noted, “are a wonderful blend of nïiveté and budding sophistication.”

Caught between childhood and adulthood, your daughter may have a hard time “acting her age.” If she behaves like a child, you are apt to criticize her for childish behavior, yet when she attempts to act grown up, she may wind up embarrassing herself. In their book, Young Adolescent Development and School Practices: Promoting Harmony, John Van Hoose and David Strahan noted that middlers often use mature words in the wrong context. They related the story of one young girl who said her mother was trying to lose weight by seeing a ventriloquist. Another student said she was absent from school because she had an “appendage” on her tonsil. A boy said he was taking “rheumatism,” rather than Robitussin for his cold, while another actually said his ovaries were bothering him. In our survey, one boy described himself as being “too big for his bridges.”

Van Hoose and Strahan also observed that middlers try to make sophisticated arguments but often get the basic facts wrong. For example, a bright eighth-grader, hoping to get across the seriousness of the AIDS epidemic said that 95 percent of the American population would contract the disease by the year 2000. “It is so common for students to half listen and misinterpret because their minds skitter rapidly from one thought to another, with many of these thoughts being unrelated,” said the authors.

How adults react to these lapses in behavior will greatly affect a middler’s self-esteem and willingness to take chances. Experts advise that adults not correct a child in front of others. Van Hoose and Strahan observed, for example, that even though the statistic on AIDS was incorrect, a teacher could have used the opportunity to discuss the disease and its rapid spread.

COMEDIANS

Middlers begin to develop a sophisticated sense of humor.

While bathroom humor is still popular among some middlers, most have begun to move on to more sophisticated humor. They are likely to appreciate jokes that are filled with puns and wordplay, the better to show off their rapidly increasing vocabulary. Jokes that poke fun at contemporary figures such as politicians and celebrities will get them laughing. They are eager to jump in with their own contributions, many fancying themselves as stand-up comedians, or, at least, the head writer behind the jokester.

For the parent in the audience, middlers provide many opportunities to laugh. And many of these occasions occur spontaneously without any prelude. “We were walking down the main street of town and were passing a museum,” said one mother. “Several ladders were laid against the side of the building and there was a flurry of activity, with workmen on the ladder, on the ground, and in the windows. ‘I wonder what’s going on?’ I asked my son. Without missing a beat he said in his best newscaster’s voice, ‘Statue threatens to jump from museum window! Details at eleven!’ It was priceless!”

A father gave this account of his two middler twin daughters: “A car commercial came on TV that described a vehicle as being like a rock.’” The conversation continued:

First daughter: Why are they talking about a car, comparing it to a rock?

Second daughter: Well, it’s dependable … Father: It’s sturdy …

First daughter (without missing a beat): It doesn’t move.”

Needless to say, a hearty laugh was had by all. Middler humor will often zero in on the inconsistencies or hypocrisy in the adult world.

There are times, however, when middler humor goes awry. Remember that these children are still figuring out the difference between sarcasm and satire. Their jokes can sometimes be biting and cruel. “They are not intending to be rude, but they can be blunt,” said one teacher. She cited two examples from her own experiences. One student told her: “You blow your nose just like my mother.” Another told one of her colleagues: “You certainly have a full figure.”

Adults would be wise to follow the example of this teacher and not overreact when they are on the receiving end of young adolescent humor. Chances are the comment was not meant maliciously. The best advice anyone can heed is to relax, enjoy, and laugh a lot.

Going Round with Your Middler

Your middler is changing day-by-day. It stands to reason that you need to make some adjustments, too. Here are some suggestions:

Leave your middler in charge. Satisfy your son’s desire to be the authority by giving him responsibility. Are you going out for an hour? Leave your middler in charge to take phone messages, start dinner, or baby-sit a school-age sibling. Make sure to compliment him on a job well done.

Over time your middler will gain a new perspective on what is involved in taking over. It’s not as easy as it looks. Younger siblings may complain, “That’s not fair!” and he will have to justify his decisions. Eventually, your middler will grow more self-confident as he comes to realize that there are many jobs you do trust him to perform well.

Encourage your middler’s enthusiasm. Does your daughter rant and rave about adults who pollute? don’t turn a deaf ear to her complaints. Tell her you understand her feelings and volunteer to help her channel her anger into action. Does she want to complain? Suggest she write a letter to the editor of the local newspaper. Is she looking for a wider audience? Perhaps a newsletter or web page is what she is looking to do. Offer your expertise or find another parent who is knowledgeable.

Find ways for your child to help others. Your child may have opportunities at school and church to get involved in community projects. If not, create those situations. The holidays are always a time of need for some in your town or city. Taking your child with you to serve the homeless at a shelter or to help out at a children’s Christmas party will allow him to see firsthand how his involvement can make a difference.

Feed her intellectual growth. Look for ways to discuss important issues with your daughter. Discuss ethical questions. Propose hypothetical problems. State how you feel, then ask, “What’s your opinion?” Make it clear you don’t expect her to agree with you. Help her to avoid, however, reaching snap judgments without looking at the facts and assessing the consequences.

Build a bridge between school and the world. Reading the daily newspaper over breakfast will produce many opportunities for your son to relate what he is learning in school to what is happening in the world. Talk about a country in the headlines. Does this country have geographical features your son has studied? The business pages may provide the opportunity to use math skills. You can study the writing in various stories to talk about sentence structure and grammar. Just reading the weather forecast can launch you into a scientific discussion.

Ease the transition from childhood to adulthood. Young adolescents sometimes believe that growing up means leaving behind childlike interests and activities. Where possible, show her that even though she is getting older, she can still enjoy many of the same things she enjoyed as a child. Prove it to her by joining in.

Teach correct social behavior. How should the telephone be answered? Cover the mechanics of introducing an adult to one of his friends. When is it proper to begin eating when dining with others in a restaurant? Also provide some guidance with regard to personal hygiene, dress, and makeup. Be gentle, be helpful, and be ready to answer questions.

Your child’s growth during the middle years can be mind-boggling. While you can actually see the physical changes, the intellectual ones are less obvious. Once you know how your child’s thinking is developing, however, you will become more adept at mind reading, not to mention coping with middler mind games.

Strategies: Develop the Art of Adolescent Affection

Try to find a moment each day when you can show your middler how much you care about him. You already do? Think again. You may be conveying good thoughts to your child less regularly than you think. YM and Family Circle magazines conducted a joint survey and asked how often mothers told their daughters “I love you.” Nearly 75 percent of the mothers said “frequently,” while only half of the daughters reported hearing those three words on a regular basis.

What you say and how you deliver those sentiments will, of course, depend on your own personal style and that of your child, but here are some suggestions:


	Write a note. Do you pack your daughter’s lunch? Then along with her tuna sandwich pack a note praising something she did. Or just say, “I love you.”


	Leave a voice mail. If he will arrive home from school before you do, call ahead of time and leave a message telling him you miss him and can’t wait to see him.


	Tell him in person. don’t save your face-to-face meetings just for angry confrontations. Sit him down and tell him how much you care about him.


	Give a hug. Hugs and kisses are still important for these children. Look for other ways to offer physical affection. Try brushing your daughter’s hair or giving her a manicure. One mother reports that her son routinely asks her to put on his acne cream.


	Follow-up a punishment. Probably the most important time to let your child know how much you care is right after you have punished him. That may be the hardest time for you to say it and the hardest time for him to hear it.
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