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Knowing that school 
comes first will keep your 
middle grader focused on 
doing her best. Share these 
tips for making sure school 
remains front and center all 
year long. 

Be there, be ready
Your child needs to be 

on time and in school each 
day. That way, she can hear lessons, par-
ticipate in class discussions, and work in 
small groups—things she won’t be able 
to make up outside of class. Also, she 
should be rested and alert by eating a 
healthy breakfast and getting enough 
sleep (9–11 hours for tweens and 8–10 
hours for teens). 

Keep up 
Being a good student means taking 

assignments seriously, working hard, 
and finishing them on time. Encourage 
your youngster to stay on top of home-
work by writing down assignments and 
having a specific time and place each 
day to study. Also, while kids this age 
can be reluctant to ask for help, tell her 
that’s something successful students do. 

True to you 
Encourage your youngster 
to stay true to himself as 

he meets new people. For instance, 
maybe he wants the approval of a pop-
ular student, but he knows that person 
cheats on tests or bullies younger kids. 
Explain that he shouldn’t compromise 
his values, such as honesty or kind-
ness, to fit in. 

Swapping activities 
Has your child been involved in a 
sport or club for the past few years—
and now wants to switch to some-
thing different? As long as she has met 
her commitment, let her explore—
even if you’ll miss being a “baseball 
dad” or a “theater mom.” Trying new 
activities helps her discover other 
interests, and you’re likely to enjoy 
her new world, too. 

No texting in class 
If your middle grader has a cell phone 
or tablet, review the school’s policy on 
electronic devices. They may not be 
allowed at all, or your tween might 
have to turn them off or leave them in 
his backpack or locker during class. 
Remind him to follow the rules, and 
make sure you don’t text or email him 
during school hours. 

Worth quoting
“There are always flowers for those 
who want to see them.” Henri Matisse

Just for fun

Q: How many 
books can 
you put in 
an empty 
locker? 

A: One! After 
that, it’s not 
empty!

School is priority #1 

For instance, she might approach her 
teacher after class or call a friend if she’s 
stuck on a homework assignment.

Track progress
Suggest that your middle grader regu-

larly check her grades in each class as 
well as her overall grade point average. 
Knowing where she stands will let her 
set realistic goals and plan ways to reach 
them. If she’s halfway to the next higher 
letter grade, for example, she could attend 
after-school review sessions or organize a 
study group for that subject.

Short
Stops

Still involved  
Your tween or teen may not show it, but he 

still wants you involved in his schooling. Try 
these ideas. 

Stay in touch. Sign up to receive emails from 
the school, parent-teacher groups, and your 
child’s teachers, coaches, and school counselor. 

Show up. Put upcoming school events on 
your calendar. Attending a curriculum night or field-trip information session 
shows your middle schooler that his education matters to you. 

Help out. Look for ways to volunteer that fit your schedule, such as selling 
raffle tickets or serving on a parent committee. Or send in items that teachers 
request for their classrooms, such as paper towels, pencils, old newspapers, or 
empty cardboard boxes.
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interrupting and to save com-
ments or questions until after the 
person finishes. 

2. Disagree politely. If a class-
mate (or a parent) says something 

your child disagrees with, he can 
disagree with respect. For example, 

he could respond, “I see what you’re 
saying. Here’s another way to look at it.” 

3. Accept differences. Your tween is 
likely to have schoolmates or teammates with different person-
alities and temperaments. Encourage him to find positive traits 
in people he doesn’t click with. If he thinks a classmate is bossy, 
for instance, he might learn to respect the person for his leader-
ship abilities during class discussions or club meetings.

Dealing with 
change
■Q  We moved over the summer, 

and my daughter just started middle school. 
That’s a lot of change! How can I help her?

■A  Two changes at once can certainly 
feel overwhelming. The good news? 
Learning to adjust to change now will 
help your daughter later when she faces 
new situations in high school, college, or 
the workplace. 

First, ask how it’s going. Then, talk 
through ways to manage problems. If 
she’s having trouble finding her way 
around the building, she could get a 
map of the school and put an X on each 
class to plan her routes. Or perhaps she 
doesn’t have anyone to sit with at lunch 
or on the bus—she might ask to join 
another student who’s sitting alone. 

As the year goes on, continue to 
touch base. With your support, she 
should soon be feeling comfortable.

Respectful from 
the start  

Being respectful will go a long way 
toward helping your child build strong 
relationships with teachers and peers—
not to mention making him a nice per-
son to live with. Here are ways your tween 
can show respect for others and earn it 
in return. 

1. Listen with respect. Suggest that your middle schooler 
make eye contact with teachers and others to show he’s pay-
ing attention when they speak to him. Tell him to avoid 

My son, Adam, 
wanted to stay home 

alone after school this year. “I’m not a 
baby anymore,” he told me. “I’m old 
enough to watch myself.”

I wanted to give Adam more 
independence, but I just wasn’t 
comfortable having him come 
home to an empty house 
while I was at work. I’ve 
heard too many stories 
about unsupervised kids 
experimenting with 
risky behaviors—or 
just watching TV all 
afternoon.

Just write it! 
Middle graders do a lot of writing in 

school—not just in language arts, but in 
other classes, too. Motivate your child to 
enjoy writing with these fun at-home 
suggestions.

 ■ Free writing. Encourage her to get a cute notebook and write in it every day. She 
can set a timer for five minutes and write anything she wants (even if she begins with, 
“I’m not sure what to write…”). Your tween will probably get on a roll, and she just 
might want to keep writing when time’s up! Idea: For inspiration, she could listen to 
music or write in a nice spot outside.

 ■ Topic of the week. Have family members take turns posting a random topic on 
the refrigerator. Examples: “Predict a 22nd-century fashion trend” or “Do you think 
people should eat only ‘breakfast foods’ for breakfast? Why or why not?” Everyone 
writes a response to the topic, and you can share them at the end of the week.

Home alone? Not yet 
So Adam and I came up with a plan. 

Three days a week he’s going to an after-
school program in our school district. 
He’ll do his homework, play in the gym, 
and even try classes like coding and 

painting. The other 
two days he’ll take 
the school bus to his 
aunt’s house. 

I’m breathing 
easier knowing that 
Adam will be safe, and 
I’m hoping he’ll enjoy 
being with other kids 
and not being home 
alone after all.

Parent 
to 

Parent  

Q
&
A
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Handling your tween’s behavior 
may be a challenge as he outgrows 
“little kid” discipline methods. 
Strategies like these can help.

Use “I” messages
A sentence that starts with 

“You always…” or “You never…” 
might make your middle grader 
feel more defensive and less 
apt to listen. Instead, try start-
ing with “I.” (“I worry when I 
don’t hear that you got to your 
friend’s house safely” rather than 
“You didn’t call like I asked!”) At 
the same time, make sure he knows the 
consequences of not doing what you ask. 
(“I’ll have to ask you to come straight 
home from school if you can’t remember 
to call.”)

Meet halfway
Your child will be more likely to fol-

low rules if he understands the reasons 
behind them. Maybe he complains that 
he’s not allowed to go out on school 
nights. Explain that he needs to finish 
homework, spend time with family, and 
get to bed on time. Then, you could 

Call on counselors 
Your middle grader’s school 
counselor is there to help 

students and parents. Contact the 
counseling office with questions about 
your tween’s schedule or for advice to 
help your child deal with a difficult 
situation like bullying or divorce. The 
counselor might meet with her or sug-
gest a support group.

Comparatively speaking 
Stretch your tween’s thinking with this 
analogy game. Choose two things with 
something in common (two states, for 
instance), and give him an analogy 
to fill in: “Virginia is to Richmond as 
Oregon is to ________. Answer: Salem 
(Salem is Oregon’s state capital, like 
Richmond is Virginia’s capital). Take 
turns, and see how many analogies 
you can come up with. 

Promptness matters 
Being on time for activities and other 
commitments shows respect for others. 
For one week, suggest that your middle 
grader jot down anything that makes 
her run late. Example: “Couldn’t find 
matching socks.” Then, she can put 
solutions in place to avoid the problem 
(roll socks together before putting 
them away).

Worth quoting
“The purpose of life is to contribute in 
some way to making things better.” 
Robert F. Kennedy

Just for fun

Q: How do you keep 
someone in 
suspense? 

A: I’ll tell you 
tomorrow.

Discipline for tweens 

consider letting him go out one evening 
a week and give him a chance to show 
you he can meet his obligations.

Keep it in perspective
Save serious consequences for serious 

circumstances (example: your youngster 
cheats on a quiz). But for something 
minor, try using humor. It may keep a situ-
ation from growing into a full-blown argu-
ment. If your child frequently misplaces 
the remote control, say something like, “I 
think the dog lost the remote again. Can 
you find it?” You might get a laugh—and 
a more cooperative tween.

Short
Stops

Inspire curiosity 
Being curious about a topic she’s studying can 

motivate your child to dig into it. Suggest these 
ways to pump up her curiosity. 

 ■ Looking ahead. Your middle grader might 
scan her syllabus or textbook to see what’s com-
ing up next. What would she like to know more 
about? What questions come to mind? (“How 
did the Gilded Age get its name?”) 

 ■ Choosing topics. When your middle grader 
has a choice on a paper or project, encourage her to pick a topic 
that interests her (say, what schools were like in Colonial times). That way, she’ll 
naturally want to jump in. As she researches, suggest she jot down questions and 
watch for answers. That will build curiosity and add to her knowledge.
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additional projects so every-
thing is in one spot. Idea: 
Your tween and a classmate 
could check in daily on each 
other’s progress to stay on 
track.

Turn in assignments. If 
your middle grader leaves 

completed work at home, she’ll 
lose valuable points for turning 

it in late—or even receive a 
zero. Encourage her to immedi-

ately place finished work in her 
backpack. Before bed, she should put her backpack and other 
needed items by the door. Idea: Suggest that she put a sticky 
note on her dresser or bathroom mirror as a reminder. (“Take 
my math poster!”)

Fun family reading 
At this age, children can lose interest in 

reading as friends and activities take center 
stage. But reading for pleasure is important 
at every age! Encourage your tween to 
enjoy reading with ideas like these:

 ■ Keep an audiobook going in the car, 
and fit in bits and pieces when you run 
errands or drive your child to activities. 
You might discover he can’t wait to get 
in the car to find out what happens next.

 ■ Scope out used-book shops during 
family day trips. There may be interesting 
ones in historic districts or tourist areas. 
Browse together so he can find books 
that interest him. Or explore library 
branches around your city or county to 
look for cozy reading spots and good 
books on display. Your tween will proba-
bly want to bring books home—and 
continue the reading there.

On task from 
start to fi nish 

Middle school students are 
expected to manage multiple 
assignments and deadlines. Your 
child can stay organized with 
these practical tips. 

Get started. Recommend that your tween 
start on each project the day it’s assigned. A 
good first step is to list the tasks required 
(get supplies, do a rough draft), along with 
a deadline for each. She can add to her list as she gets 

My daughter Madison 
wanted to submit a story 

she had written to the school literary 
magazine, but she was afraid it wouldn’t 
be accepted.

I told Madison that even famous 
authors have had their work rejected. 
To illustrate, I looked online 
and learned that one of her 
favorite books, Anne 
of Green Gables by 
L. M. Montgomery, 
was rejected several 
times before it was 

Ward off drugs and alcohol 
■Q  Now that my son is in middle school, 

I worry that he’ll be exposed to alcohol 

or drugs. How can I keep him from trying them? 

■A  Starting a discussion—and bringing up 

the topic regularly—is the best thing you 

can do to help your son say no. 

Let him know how much you care about 

him and that you want him to stay safe and 

healthy. Explain that this includes not drinking 

alcohol, using drugs, or taking prescription 

medications that aren’t his—not even once. Also, make sure he’s aware of out-

comes that go beyond the health dangers. For instance, he could get kicked off a 

team or out of a club if he drinks or uses drugs. 

It’s also wise to team up with other parents. You might agree to share concerns, 

like letting each other know if you hear the kids mention drugs when they’re in 

your car or hanging out at your house.

Believe in yourself 
published. She was so surprised that she 
did a search herself and discovered that 
rejections are really common.

Madison decided to take a chance. 
Her work wasn’t published in the fall 

issue of the magazine, but the 
editor told her they would 
consider it for the spring 
issue. That gave her the 
confidence to try sending 
another of her stories to a 
national kids’ magazine—
now she’s waiting to hear 
back from them!

Parent 
to 

Parent  

Q
&
A
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Good study skills let your tween 
accomplish more each time she 
studies—and they prepare her for 
high school and college. Suggest 
that she try these different 
ways to study and stick with 
the ones that work best. 

Rewrite material
After your child reviews 

notes or completes assigned 
reading, writing the informa-
tion in a different format will 
help her learn and remem-
ber it. She might be creative 
and make up a song about the parts 
of the nervous system or write a poem 
using vocabulary terms. Or she could 
teach the information to a peer by writ-
ing key information on a small white-
board or chalkboard. 

Picture it 
Suggest that your middle grader think 

of a way to turn information into some-
thing visual. That can help her make 
sense of it. She may draw a picture with 
arrows to show steps in the water cycle, 
a bar graph to display income statistics 

A+ feedback 
When your middle grader 
gives a classmate feedback 

(say, on a presentation or a rough draft 
of a report), encourage him to be posi-
tive and honest. First, he could tell what 
he liked (“Your opening really grabbed 
my attention”). Then, he should offer 
suggestions for improvement (“Try 
adding transition words”). Giving con-
structive criticism may help your child 
accept feedback on his work, too.

Just you and me 
Carve out one-on-one time with your 
tween while you tackle your to-do list 
this holiday season. Write down every-
thing that needs to be done, and let her 
choose some tasks to work on with 
you. You might, for example, make 
table centerpieces and napkin rings 
or address greeting cards together.

Spatial reasoning
The ability to visualize shapes, sizes, 
and positions of objects is an impor-
tant thinking skill. Give your middle 
schooler practice by having him load 
the dishwasher, bag groceries at the 
self-checkout, or pack items in boxes. 
He’ll have to picture what could go 
where and how everything will fit.

Worth quoting
“Don’t count the days, make the days 
count.” Muhammad Ali 

Just for fun

Q: Where is the ocean the deepest?

A: On the bottom! 

Study smart 

for an economics project, or a chart to 
compare two novels by the same author. 

Make your own tests
Testing herself on what she learns 

will show your student what she knows 
and what she needs to review. Encour-
age her to create a test using old work-
sheets or quizzes and her textbook. She 
can check her answers and grade her-
self. Or she could think of and answer 
essay questions. Idea: Suggest that she 
team up with a friend and make up tests 
for each other to do.

Short
Stops

Conferences are worth attending 
Now that your child is in middle school, parent-

teacher conferences may be different from what 
you’re used to. Here’s what to expect:

 ■ You’ll get an overview of how your tween is doing 
in each subject. If you meet with one teacher who 
shares notes from a team, ask about scheduling a 
follow-up conference with a particular teacher if you’d 
like more information or have concerns. 

 ■ You may discover interests or talents you didn’t know your youngster has, and 
the teacher might recommend electives for next year that let him use and develop 
these strengths. 

 ■ Find out how your child interacts with teachers and peers. For example, you 
could ask about how he works with classmates.
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and family members, 
and calculate the 
percentage of votes 
each state or local 
candidate receives.

Science
In science class, 

your middle grader 
will measure liq-
uids for experi-
ments, figure out 
speed and velocity, 
and graph results. 

In fact, most science experiments involve math in some way. 
Remind him to double-check formulas and calculations on lab 
reports—just as he would check his work in math class. He will 
see the connection between what he’s learning in algebra, geom-
etry, or regular math class and what he’s doing in science.A jarful of 

gratitude 
Sometimes I feel like 

my 12-year-old son, Brock, takes things 
for granted, like the rides I give him or 
the Internet I pay for. For example, he 
won’t be ready when it’s time to leave 
or he’ll complain that a friend has faster 
Internet. A neighbor shared an idea her 
family uses to remember what they’re 
thankful for, and I decided to try it.

I had Brock cut 
colored construc-
tion paper into 
squares and 
stack them near 
an empty glass 
jar. In the weeks 
leading up to 
Thanksgiving, 
I asked everyone to pay attention to small 
things they appreciated. Each time they 
noticed something, they could write it on 
a square and drop it into the jar.

Before our holiday meal, we are going 
to pass the jar around and have every-
one read a square. Then, we’re going to 
start a new jar for each month so Brock 
learns that being thankful isn’t just for 
Thanksgiving.

How math adds up 
Math isn’t just for math class. Knowing how to 

use numbers will benefit your middle grader in 
his other courses, too. Share these ideas.

Social studies 
When your child makes a time line of histori-

cal events or uses coordinates to locate a city on 
a map, he’s doing math. Here’s a fun way to com-
bine math and social studies at home: Encourage 
him to watch this month’s election-night coverage 
and figure out which combinations of states would 
lead to the 270 electoral votes needed to win the presi-
dency. Or have him hold a mock election among friends 

Face-to-face communication can fall 
by the wayside if your tween sticks to tex-
ting or chatting on screens. By actually 
talking to people, she will build interper-
sonal skills and pay attention to the world 
around her. Consider this advice:

 ■ Make screens off-limits for every-
one—parents included—during 
meals or while riding in the 
car. This will get your child 
talking to the people she’s 
with, rather than those 
“inside her phone.” 

Tween blues—or depression? 
■Q  My daughter seems down lately, but I don’t 
know if it’s normal mood swings or some-
thing more serious. How can I tell? 

■A  Mood swings are a normal part of ado-
lescence. But if your child is sad or irritable 
for more than a couple of weeks—and if it 
interferes with her regular activities—she 
may be depressed. Other clues include with-
drawing from friends and family, frequent head-
aches or stomachaches, or sleeping too much or not enough. 

Point out what you’ve noticed by saying something like, “You seem kind of quiet 
lately.” If she says she feels “angry at the world” or “hopeless,” don’t try to downplay 
her feelings by saying “You shouldn’t feel that way” or “That’s no big deal.” Instead, 
listen and tell her you want to help. Then, contact her pediatrician or the school 
counselor for guidance. Note: If she insists nothing is wrong but symptoms continue, 
seek help anyway.

Talking without screens 
 ■ If your middle grader participates in 

activities after school, she’ll naturally 
spend more time talking to friends than 
in texting them. For instance, if she 

works for the 
school news-
paper, she will 
interview class-
mates or toss 
around article 
ideas with 
fellow staff 
members.

Parent 
to 

Parent  
Q
&
A
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