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Your middle grader lets you into her 
world one minute, then seems to put up 
a “Keep Out” sign the next. She needs 
you—but at the same time, she’s 
pushing away to figure out who she 
is and to become more indepen-
dent. Try these ideas for han-
dling classic “now I need you, 
now I don’t” tween behavior. 

Challenge: Your child no lon-
ger tells you all about her life. 

Solution: Instead of pressing 
her for information, wait until 
she’s in the mood to chat. If she 
opens up as you’re heading to bed, 
consider staying up longer. Then, listen 
closely instead of immediately offering 
your opinion or ways to fix problems.

Challenge: Your tween spends more time 
with friends and less time with family.  

Solution: It’s normal for her to want 
to be with friends. To encourage family 
time, look for opportunities that appeal to 
her. Maybe you’ll have breakfast together 
on weekdays or let her do your nails after 
she does hers.

In the loop
You can stay involved in 
your tween’s education 

from inside your own home. How? 
Make what’s happening at school a 
regular topic of conversation. Visit 
the school website often, and check 
emails from teachers and the school 
district. Bring up subjects mentioned, 
such as school assemblies, or com-
ment on photos that are posted. 

Having good posture in 
class will help your mid-

dle schooler concentrate. Plus, it puts 
less strain on his back and lets him 
breathe better—increasing blood 
flow to his brain. He could practice 
while doing homework. Encourage 
him to sit up straight with his back 
touching the chair and his knees bent 
at a right angle.

Fun historical facts
Want to spark your middle grader’s 
interest in history? She could look 
in library books or online to find 
unusual stories about the people she 
studies. Example: Before the Civil 
War, Harriet Tubman once escaped 
capture by pretending to chase a flock 
of chickens.

Worth quoting
“Reach high, for stars lie hidden in 
your soul.” Pamela Vaull Starr 

Just for fun
Q: “The more of me you make, the 
more of me you leave behind. What 
am I?” 

A: Footprints. 

Tween push-and-pull

Challenge: Your middle grader is embar-
rassed by whatever you do.

Solution: At this age, children want to 
fit in and are sensitive to what their peers 
think. Try not to take it personally, and 
remember that she’ll outgrow it. In the 
meantime, notice what embarrasses your 
tween, and work around it if possible. 
For instance, if she doesn’t like you hug-
ging her good-bye in front of others, you 
might say “Love you” and walk away.

Short
Stops

 DID YOU
    KNOW?

Musical learning
Most tweens love listening to music! Use 

your child’s interest to boost his learning.

1. Be a critic. Suggest that he write reviews of 
favorite songs. He could bring songs to life with 
similes, or figures of speech that compare two 
things in an interesting way. Example: “The 
upbeat tempo is as thrilling as a roller coaster ride.”

2. Think like a songwriter. Picking out the main message in the lyrics—
the theme—will give your middle grader practice with a key reading skill. What 
message does the songwriter want to share? Invite your tween to search for songs 
with similar themes.

3. Find the math. Ask your child to choose a popular song. Can he detect a 
pattern in the lyrics (verse, chorus, verse) or the rhythm (say, the drumbeat)? 
How many times does the pattern repeat?
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Then, he could add graphics to illus-
trate the information. Using both 
words and drawings is a great way 
to cement information in his brain. 
Tip: He might hang finished post-
ers on a wall for easy review. 

Game show
Have your child and his study 

buddies write review questions on 
separate slips of paper and put them 
in a bowl. A “host” can draw and ask 

questions. Players “buzz in” to answer 
by tapping the table. If the first person answers correctly, he 
earns a point. If not, the other players buzz in again. (Note: 
The host should consult the textbook or study guide to check 
answers.) Give everyone a turn as host, using a new set of 
questions each round.

Financial 
sense

My 13-year-old, Alice, 
complained that she wanted the same 
clothes her friends have. But they’re too 
expensive, and I wanted her to under-
stand how we make financial decisions.  

I had Alice draw a circle and told her 
to imagine it 
was a pizza. 
Then, I 
asked her 
to divide it 
into slices 
to represent 
our budget. 
I explained that about 1–3 of our money 
goes to rent and almost  1–5 is for car 
expenses. 

After Alice finished dividing up the 
pizza, she was surprised by how little 
was left for clothing. She realized that 
to spend more on clothes, she’d have to 
take something from another slice—and 
there really wasn’t anyplace to do that. 

Alice still wishes she could buy more 
clothes, but now she understands the 
reason. I hope this lesson helps when 
she has to manage her own money 
“pizza” someday.

Stellar study 
techniques

Regularly reviewing textbooks 
and class notes helps information 
sink in and prepares your tween 
for tests without last-minute 
stress. Here are interesting ways 
he can study. 

Poster perfect
Suggest that your middle grader summarize 

a chapter’s most important points on poster board or construc-
tion paper. Perhaps he’ll model the lunar cycle for science or 
outline events in the Peloponnesian War for social studies. 

■Q  My son gets frustrated when 
schoolwork isn’t easy for him. 

How could I motivate him to keep trying? 

■A  It’s important for your son to believe 
he can succeed when something is 
difficult. 

First, have him think of a 
situation where he struggled 
and then made progress. 
Maybe he became a better 
Little League pitcher from 
one season to the next. 
Ask him what steps he 
took to accomplish that. 

Living in a diverse world
In school, in college, or on the job, your child 

will meet and work with people of various back-
grounds and abilities. Share these strategies for 
embracing diversity:

 ■ Point out that cultural differences make life 
more interesting. A classmate from another heri-
tage might invite her to participate in a tradition 
with her family or introduce her to foods that taste and smell different. Then, have 
your tween do the same to share her background.

 ■ Encourage your middle grader to connect with classmates who speak other lan-
guages. She can ask them to teach her words and phrases and then try using them 
in conversation. 

 ■ Let your tween know you expect her to show respect toward everyone. She could sit 
down to chat with a student in a wheelchair (rather than towering over the person). 
Also, she should smile and say hello when walking by people with disabilities—the 
same way she would with anyone else—rather than ignoring them.

Sticking with it
He might recall that a coach gave him 
feedback on his stance and that he prac-
ticed hard until he improved.

In the same way, he can overcome 
obstacles with schoolwork. To under-
stand a tough science concept, he might 
ask his teacher for extra help and look 

up fun related experi-
ments to try at home. 

Finally, suggest 
phrases he could say to 
himself to stay moti-
vated, such as, “I’ll get 
this if I keep at it.”

Parent 
to 

Parent  

Q
&
A
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Being respectful will make 
your middle schooler’s rela-
tionships better at school and 
at home. Here are ways he 
can show respect for him-
self, other people, and the 
world around him. 

Respecting himself
Tweens with self-respect are 

more likely to stick to their val-
ues and say no to risky behav-
iors. Teach your child to check in 
with himself before he makes deci-
sions. Say a friend invites him to a 
party where parents won’t be home. 
He could think about what might go 
on there and say, “Thanks, but that’s 
not for me.”  

Respecting others
Explain that showing respect will 

make it easier for your tween to get along 
with adults and peers—and help him 
earn their respect, too. He can do that 
by treating people as he wishes to be 
treated. For instance, he should eat 
snacks in the kitchen at a friend’s house 
if that’s the family’s policy (even if he eats 
in the living room at your house). Also, 
he’ll respect classmates by doing what he 

Which language? 
Is your child taking a for-
eign language now or 

thinking about taking one? Suggest 
that she weave a new language into 
her leisure time. She could watch a 
televised soccer game in Italian, set an 
online account or her phone to Span-
ish, or listen to music in French. She’ll 
pick up new words—and be moti-
vated to continue learning. 

“What I do well…”
Focusing on your tween’s strengths 
will help him see himself as capable. 
Point out what he’s good at (“The 
characters you invent in your stories 
really come to life”). Then, encourage 
him to develop talents by stretching 
his skills. For instance, he might try 
his hand at writing a science fiction 
story or enter a writing contest. 

Hygiene habits
Middle school is a good time for you 
and your children to evaluate their 
hygiene routines. At this age, they’ll 
start to sweat more, so they’ll need to 
work harder to keep their skin clean. 
Introduce habits like washing their 
faces morning and night and using 
deodorant daily.

Worth quoting
 “A good head and a good heart are 
always a formidable combination.” 
Nelson Mandela 

Just for fun

Q: How do you know when the moon 
has had 
enough 
to eat?

A: When 
it’s full.

Respect all around 

says he will, such as completing his part 
of a project he’s doing with a partner.   

Respecting the environment
Encourage your middle grader to 

adopt the motto, “Leave a place better 
than you found it.” To put that into 
practice, he might throw away trash that 
he sees in your neighborhood or at a 
park. Conserving resources is another 
way to respect nature. He can turn lights 
off when he leaves a room and shut 
water off while brushing his teeth.

Short
Stops

Help wanted
When your child is stumped about a concept 

or a homework problem, teachers want to help. 
Plus, asking for assistance shows that your 
tween cares about her work. Encourage her 
to seek help confidently with these tips. 

 ■ When to get help: Her question may have 
an easy-to-find answer. Suggest that she check her textbook and notes or call a 
classmate. If that doesn’t work, she should approach her teacher. 

 ■ How to ask: Your child might wait until the teacher is free and say, “I’m having 
trouble with my essay thesis. Can you help me?” Or if the question pops up after 
school, she could email, “I don’t understand why I got this algebra problem wrong. 
When is a good time to stop by?”
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slightly each time. Then, she 
could upload and string the 

photos together to create 
the illusion that the 
object is moving. 

■E ngineering. Piece 
together a “marble 
trampoline” with 
household items. Have 
your child come up 
with different materials 

to use for a ramp and a 
“bouncy” target. The goal? For her to send a marble down the 
chute so it bounces off the “trampoline.” 

■M ath. How would an object look if it were suddenly much 
larger or smaller? Ask your middle grader to measure an 
eraser or a sneaker. Then, using graph paper and what she’s 
learning about ratio and proportion, she can draw the same 
item scaled up or down by 1, 5, or 10 times.Conversation games 

Being able to carry on a conversation 
will help your tween in everything from 
participating in class to hanging out with 
friends. Have fun practicing together 
with these games. 

Link by link
Show 

your middle 
grader how 
conversation 
connects 
people. Choose 
a topic (movies, holidays), and set out one 
paper clip. Go in a circle, and let each 
player speak. For each related comment, 
follow-up question, or answer, add a paper 
clip to the chain. When the chain reaches 
20 links, switch topics and play again.

Freeze chat 
Teach your child to speak on his feet. 

Have two people stand, set a timer for 
two minutes, and call out a random 
question (“What’s better, snow or sun?”). 
The players go back and forth discussing 
the answer. When the timer rings, who-
ever is talking freezes, and another player 
takes his place. Ask a new question, and 
the game continues.

STEM at home 
You don’t have to be a scientist to foster 

a love of STEM in your middle grader. Share 
these quick-hit ideas for exploring STEM at 
home. 

■S cience. Play with sound by turning a straw 
into a musical instrument. Let your child 
experiment with ways to create vibrations—
and thus produce noise. For instance, she 
can make a “flute” by poking holes in a 
straw, or an “oboe” by flattening one end of a straw and cut-
ting it into a point. 

■T echnology. Make a stop-motion movie. Suggest that your 
tween snap a series of photos of an object, moving the item 

■Q  Now that my oldest child is in 
middle school, do I really need to 

go to her parent-teacher conference? 

■A  It’s a good idea to attend parent-
teacher conferences regardless of your 
student’s age. Going to them sends her a 
clear signal that you’re 
interested in her 
education. 

Knowing that 
you’re paying atten-
tion can inspire her 
to give her best 
effort. Plus, teachers 
will share helpful 

A self-conscious tween 
During the first few weeks of school, 

my son Sam forgot his gym uniform several times. 
When I casually mentioned it, Sam got a little 
touchy, but ended up saying he looks “stupid” 
in it since he’s skinnier than the other boys. 

I told Sam that I felt self-conscious at his age, 
too. I was shorter than my friends and not very 
coordinated. Exercising made me feel better about myself. I thought it could help 
him, too. Since I run on the weekends, I invited him to join me. During our cool-
down, I pointed out that everyone develops at different rates. I eventually grew 
taller, and I told him his body would grow and change, too. Regardless, I let him 
know that what matters most is the awesome person on the inside. 

Sam hasn’t forgotten his gym clothes lately. I’m taking that as a sign he’s feeling 
a little more secure.

Conferences: A good choice
insights about your child, from her work 
habits to her social life. 

Before you go, see if your tween 
wants you to bring up specific topics. 
Also, look over her graded papers. That 
way, you’ll pinpoint anything you want 

to discuss, such as the math 
she’s working on or her 
progress in English. 

Finally, consider any 
changes at home that her 
teachers should know 
about (a military deploy-
ment or a change in marital 
status, for example).

Parent 
to 

Parent  

Q
&
A
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Homework? Check. Take 
pictures for photography 
class? Check. Do the 
dishes? Check.  

Knowing what to do 
and getting it done will 
make your tween’s life 
run more smoothly and 
help her be more suc-
cessful. Share these 
four strategies. 

1. Pick what’s important
Suggest that your child make a daily 

to-do list—with priorities. She might 
divide her list into what must be done 
today and what can wait until the next 
day. A good tip: Encourage her to keep 
her list manageable. Writing down 
everything she needs to do all month 
may just lead to frustration.

2. Use “prime time” 
Maybe your tween is a morning per-

son and concentrates better then. If so, 
she could review for tests on the bus or 
do projects on weekend mornings. If 
she’s more alert after school or at night, 
however, she can focus her energies then.

Appreciate art 
Visit an art museum or 
gallery over winter break 

for educational family fun. Encourage 
your tween to read descriptions of the 
exhibits. He’ll learn about artists and 
their techniques. He may even want 
to try his hand at some artwork when 
you get home! Note: Check for free-
admission days or holiday coupons.

On top of grades
If your child’s school offers an online 
grade book, check it every week or so. 
That way, you will stay in the loop and 
can spot problems early. Try not to 
overreact to one low score—it could 
be one small blip or just a tiny fraction 
of your tween’s grade. Instead, look for 
patterns, and contact the teacher if you 
have concerns.

Excited about tweens
It’s normal to feel a bit sad as your mid-
dle grader grows up. But it helps to 
remember that you have a lot to look 
forward to. You may discover mutual 
interests and enjoy discussing various 
topics as her opinions develop. Plus, 
you get to witness the excitement of 
her first school dance, volleyball game, 
or other milestone events. 

Worth quoting
“A hunch is creativity trying to tell you 
something.” Frank Capra

Just for fun

Q: How do you turn 
on the light in a 
room with a bro-
ken light switch? 

A: By fixing it!

Be productive!

3. Snap into a positive mood
If your middle schooler isn’t feeling 

motivated, encourage her to do some-
thing that puts her in a good mood. She 
might watch birds at the bird feeder, take 
a walk around the block, or play with 
slime. Changing her frame of mind can 
help her get started.

4. Put away distractions
While technology is supposed to help 

us be productive, it often gets in the way. 
Have your child place any devices she’s 
not using for homework across the room 
and shut off. (After all, it’s easier to pro-
crastinate with a video if her tablet is 
powered on and within reach!)

Short
Stops

Operation “reset” 
Winter break gives your child the gift of 

extra time. Encourage him to use it wisely 
with a mix of relaxation and preparation for 
the new year. 

Refresh. Suggest he do enjoyable activities 
he hasn’t had time for. Perhaps he’ll read a 
graphic novel that’s been sitting on a shelf or 
create a workout routine to do with a friend. 

Catch up. Ask your tween to think about 
how he can hit the ground running next semester. If he has assignments due 
when school begins, he could work on them a little each day. Or he might empty 
his subject folders by filing returned papers at home and start with a fresh slate 
in January.
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send it to relatives. To sum up each 
event, he should focus on key facts 
like who, what, when, where, and 
why. (“Maggie, age 10, joined the 
Safety Patrol in September at Bea-
con Elementary School.”)

Target your audience. Focus-
ing on who will read his writing 
helps him make sure it is under-
standable and includes relevant 
details. For instance, a student’s 
version of a textbook contains 
different information than a 
teacher’s. To understand the 

difference, your middle grader might create a “how-to” guide 
for different groups. For example, he could write step-by-step 
directions for using a remote control, but make one for tech-
savvy family members and one for those who aren’t.

Nice thinking!
Becoming a good thinker will help 

your middle grader solve problems and 
make daily decisions. Use these fun fam-
ily activities to grow her creative and 
critical thinking skills: 

 ■ If an alien 
came to 
Earth and 
found a 
roller skate, 
what might he 
think it could be 
used for? Take turns calling out answers. 
For example, your child may say the 
wheels would make a good back mas-
sager. Continue until no one can think 
of a new answer. 

 ■ Secretly think of an object, and imagine 
you are holding it. “Pass” it to another 
person, who tries to guess your item 
based on how you handle it. For exam-
ple, how would you hold and pass an ice 
cube, a bowling ball, a hot potato, or a 
Frisbee? After guessing, the catcher pre-
tends it’s something different and passes 
it to the next family member.

Writing for the 
real world

As your tween grows up, he’ll 
need to write for all kinds of rea-
sons, whether he’s drafting papers 
for school, writing college essays, 
or preparing a resume. He can 
practice by writing for real pur-
poses at home.

Summarize the facts. Writers 
need to get to the point quickly, 
because there’s so much informa-
tion competing for people’s attention. For practice, your child 
could write a newscast recapping 2017 family highlights and 

My 12-year-old daugh-
ter, Katie, always wants 

to give presents at the holidays, but she 
doesn’t have much money. This year, I 
suggested she think about what could 
she do for people rather than 
what she could wrap in 
a box or bag. 

We brainstormed, 
and I was surprised 
by where our ideas 
led. Since Katie likes 
to sing, she thought 
of serenading her 
grandmother with 

Handling friendship changes
■Q  My son no longer wants to hang out with 
one of his new friends, but he doesn’t want 
to hurt the boy’s feelings. What advice can 
I give him? 

■A  It’s common for middle graders to try out 
new friendships—and just as common for one 
or both to decide it doesn’t work. Let your son 
know it’s okay as long as he’s kind about it. 

If the other boy invites him to do something, he 
should respond rather than ignore him and politely 
decline without a long explanation (“Sorry, I can’t”). 
Also, suggest that he avoid committing to hang out later, so the boy 
doesn’t get the wrong impression that your son wants to get together in the future.

When they see each other at school or events, he should say hello. That can pre-
vent hard feelings and leave the door open for being better friends again later.

No price tag on giving
her favorite song from the 1950s. I sug-
gested she offer her younger brother 
a “chore-free day,” letting him pick a 
day for her to take over his chores. 
Then, she decided to give her favorite 

teacher a handmade card 
with an offer to help 
around the classroom. 

It’s good for Katie to 
see that she can be gen-
erous without spending 

money. And I’m hoping 
that focusing on giving 

will keep her less focused 
on getting.

Parent 
to 

Parent  

Q
&
A
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Bullying typically 
peaks in the middle 
grades, as tweens try to 
figure out where they 
fit in with their peers. 
These ideas will help 
your middle schooler 
know what bullying can 
look like—and learn how 
to be a part of the solution. 

Recognize
Ask your child if he has 

seen bullying at school. Dis-
cuss how bullying comes in many 
forms, including spreading rumors, 
making threats, or leaving someone out 
on purpose. Even if your tween hasn’t 
seen anyone trip or punch a fellow stu-
dent, he might realize that the kid who 
is frequently called names or whispered 
about is being bullied. 

Stand up
Children who are bullied need to know 

they have someone on their side. If your 
middle grader witnesses bullying, he can 
calmly step in by saying something like 
“That’s not funny” or “You’re being mean.” 
Or he might ignore the bully and address 

Snow day plans 
Plan ahead for school clos-
ings and delays because of 

bad weather. Sign up to receive email, 
phone, or text alerts from the school, 
or check the school website. If needed, 
make arrangements with friends or 
family who can watch your child dur-
ing a delay or closing. 

Go-get-’em goals
Your middle schooler can make the 
most of the new semester by setting 
specific goals for each class. Examples: 
“I will improve my math grade.” “I 
will fill out my reading log every 
night.” Encourage him to write his 
goals inside the cover of his planner 
or binders.

Curse words: Not cool 
Today’s “plugged-in” tweens may 
get used to hearing and reading foul 
language and decide it’s no big deal. 
Explain to your middle grader that 
cursing can make a bad impression on 
teachers, coaches, and even friends. 
Suggest that she substitute words like 
“ugh” or “darn” instead.

Worth quoting
“If you want to lift yourself up, lift up 
someone else.” Booker T. Washington

Just for fun

Q: What gives 
you the 
strength to 
walk 
through 
walls?

A: A door.

The power to stop bullying

the target: “Let’s sit at another table” or “I 
think your shoes are cool.”

Report
Tweens may be afraid that bullying will 

get worse if they tell an adult. But explain 
that school staff can often resolve an issue 
without revealing who reported it. For 
example, if your child sees a kid knock 
papers out of someone’s hands on the bus, 
he could alert the driver. At school, he 
can privately tell a teacher or the principal 
about bullying—and encourage other 
students to do so, too.

Short
Stops

Better public speaking
Public speaking is part of school life, 

from giving class presentations to leading 
team meetings. Here are ways your tween 
can boost her skills and confidence.

Find an audience. Practicing will calm 
her nerves. She might give her speech in front 
of a mirror, present it to family members, or 
even use a pet as her audience.

Get rid of “extras.” Pesky filler words such as like and um can slip into your 
tween’s sentences without her realizing it. Suggest that she record her speech and 
play it back, making a tally mark each time she hears an unnecessary word. Then, 
she could focus on reducing the number of marks each time she practices.
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2. Consider options. Encour-
age your tween to investigate 
solutions instead of ignoring a 
problem. Say she loses a library 
book. She might call the library 
rather than letting fines pile up. 
She may be surprised to find 
they will give her an extension 
to look for the book—or that 
the cost of replacing it is less 
than she thought. 

3. Reframe the situation. Put-
ting a positive spin on a problem will help her solve it. Instead 
of thinking, “I hate it when Crystal cancels our plans,” she 
could tell herself, “Now I’ve got time to finish that book I’m 
in the middle of.”

Keep a learning 
journal
■Q  My older daughter recently 

mentioned she’s keeping a “learning diary” 
for her college classes. Is that something 
that could help my middle schooler? 

■A  A learning diary is simply a place for 
students to reflect on their studies. Keep-
ing one is a great way for your tween to 
think more about what she learns. 

Suggest that your middle grader get a 
notebook she likes and label each entry 
with the class and date. She might write 
about topics that interest her, like how 
a novel she read in English helped her 
understand an important period in his-
tory. She could also record questions and 
ideas to investigate, such as a science 
experiment to try. 

Encourage your girls to share their 
journals from time to time—your younger 
daughter will get a glimpse of what goes 
on in college!

No problem!
When your tween has a problem, how 

she handles it can determine whether she 
overcomes it or remains stuck. Help her 
see problems as opportunities in disguise 
with these steps.

1. Put it in perspective. Knowing 
that problems are a normal part of life 
may keep your middle grader from 
feeling stressed out by them. Share 
a similar problem you had at her age 
(forgetting about a big test) or recently (a disagreement with a 
friend). Then, explain how you resolved it.

Being involved in the community can 
teach your middle grader compassion 
for others and give him a sense of 
belonging. Consider these tips:

 ■ Start by volunteering together. Com-
munity centers, places of worship, 
and your local United Way can 
suggest family-friendly oppor-
tunities. You and your child 
might sort donated cloth-
ing for a homeless shel-
ter or bake cookies for 
a charity bake sale.

 ■ When your middle 
grader is ready to volunteer 
on his own, he could ask his 

Connect without electronics
My son Eli got in the habit of 

playing video games the minute he got home 
from school. When I tried to talk to him, 
his eyes stayed glued to the screen, 
and he barely responded.

So I made a new rule: no screens 
for the first hour after we all get 
home from school and work. That 
way, we can reconnect and talk 
about our day. Sometimes we play a 
quick card game or tell jokes before I start dinner and Eli does homework.

Next, we’re going to try something “radical”—an entire device-free evening. 
If we need the tablet or computer for homework or our jobs, that’s okay. But “rec-
reational use” is off-limits for that night. I hope Eli will see that family comes 
first—and that it’s possible to survive for a few hours without electronics.

Community service for tweens
school counselor about options. Perhaps 
he’ll be paired with a student who has 
special needs so they can read together 
in the school library. Or he may join in 
a park or stream cleanup day.

Tip: Encourage your tween to keep 
a record of his volun-
teer experience that 
includes supervisors’ 
contact information 
and his dates of ser-
vice. This will come 
in handy when he 
applies for jobs or 
programs in high 
school.
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