
When your middle schooler 
was younger, you may have 

volunteered in his class, hovered  
as he did his homework each  
night and forged close ties with  
his school. But now that he’s  
growing and changing, your 
approach to school involvement  
may need to change, too.
 Research shows that middle 
schoolers still benefit from their  
parents being involved in their 
schooling. But at this age, the things 
parents do at home are twice as 
effective at supporting their middle 
schooler’s schooling as, say,  
chaperoning a class trip. Research 
suggests three effective things  
parents can do:
1. Communicate expectations. 

Simply telling your middle schooler 

that you expect him to work hard 
and be successful in school can  
be a powerful motivator.

2. Expand on what’s being taught. 
Encouraging your child to take 
what he’s learning in school 
(such as math) and apply it to his 
everyday life (such as sticking to a 
budget at the mall) can help him 
see why education matters.

3. Talk about the future. Does your 
child want to be a veterinarian? 
Does he imagine a career in  
fashion? Help him investigate the 
education and training necessary 
to prepare for careers that interest 
him. Remind your middle 
schooler that a solid education  
is his ticket to achieving any goal.

Source: D. Viadero, “Scholars: Parent-School Ties Should Shift 
in Teen Years,” Education Week, niswc.com/parent_shift.

Three research-proven ways 
parents can support education
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Help your middle 
schooler develop 
leadership skills

Many people think  
of a leader as someone  
who gives direction. 
To some extent, that  
is true. But true  

leadership has more to do with 
listening, learning and being an 
example.
 Leaderships skills can help  
children achieve in school and in 
life. To promote leadership traits  
in your child, encourage her to be:
•	 Caring.	Effective leaders look 

for someone who needs help 
and they offer it.

•	 Open	to	new	ideas.	Leaders 
know they don’t know it all. 
They always listen to others.

•	 Organized.	Leaders plan ahead. 
They know that leaving projects 
to the last minute usually  
produces poor results.

•	 Optimistic.	Leaders trust the 
people they work with. They are 
enthusiastic. They expect things 
to go right and because of their 
leadership, things usually do.

•	 Flexible.	Leaders don’t get 
stuck in the rut of doing 
everything the same way every 
time. They are willing to try 
new things.

Source: B.A. Lewis, What Do You Stand For? For Teens: 
A Guide to Building Character, Free Spirit Publishing.
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It’s obvious that there  
is a difference in the way 
many boys and girls act. 
Did you know that stud-
ies show there’s also a 

difference in the way they learn? 
 Every child is unique; however, 
most girls typically:
•	 Enjoy	projects and teaming up 

with others.
•	 Prefer	assignments	involving 

reading and writing.
•	 Can	do	seatwork	for longer 

periods of time than boys can.
•	 Become	immersed in the social 

side of school. 
•	 Perform	well	in	math	and science, 

but feel pushed aside in these  
subjects when they reach middle 
school. 

•	 Benefit	from	the	encouragement	 
of parents and teachers to take 
more math and science and  
the assurance that they are fully  
qualified for success.

Not all boys are the same; however, 
most boys typically:
•	 Enjoy	assignments that allow 

them to analyze, observe and 
move.

•	 Have	a	greater	need to	move 
around. The middle school 
schedule actually works to their 
advantage. Students change classes 
often and can take advantage of  
a quick walk through the halls.

•	 Prefer	to	compete, rather than 
cooperate, with others.

•	 Are	strong	readers	and writers, 
but have a more challenging time 
finding reading material they 
enjoy.

•	 Need	encouragement	from 
parents and teachers to read. A 
step is to help your child select 
material that interests him, even  
if it is not your first choice.

Source: P. Ghezzi, “How Boys Learn,” School Family Media, 
niswc.com/boys_learn; P. Ghezzi, “How Girls Learn,” School 
Family Media, niswc.com/girls_learn.
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Learn about the differences in 
the ways boys and girls learn

Are you helping 
your child handle 
peer pressure?

Use the Socratic method to boost 
your child’s thinking and learning

Peer influence is  
usually strong in the 
middle school years.  
This influence can be 
positive or negative, 

depending on your child’s peer 
group. Are you helping your child 
combat negative peer pressure? 
Answer yes or no to the questions 
below to find out: 
__1.	Do	you	talk	with your child 
about doing the right thing rather 
than the easy thing? 
__2.	Do	you	role-play ways to say 
no to things he knows are wrong?
__3.	Do	you	empathize	with your 
child about the desire to fit in? 
__4.	Are	you	clear with your child 
about your family rules? Also make  
it clear that he can talk to you if he 
feels pressure to break them. 
__5.	Do	you	encourage	your child to 
think things through? “If you did skip 
school with your friends, what might 
happen as a result?” 

How	well	are	you	doing?	
Mostly yes answers mean you’re 
helping your child resist negative 
peer pressure. For no answers, try 
those ideas in the quiz.

Is your middle schooler 
ready for the Socratic 
method? Absolutely! 
Simply put, the Socratic 
method involves asking 

questions to build critical thinking 
skills. 
 Give your child’s thinking skills a 
boost by asking questions such as:
•	 Can	you	give	me	an	example	

because I’m not sure I really 
understand what you mean?

•	 Have	you	considered	other ideas? 
What do you imagine your teacher 
(or anyone else involved) is thinking 
about this situation?

•	 What	makes	you	think	so? Is 
it because of what you heard,  
or do you have other reasons?

•	 What	will	happen	if you do 
that? Can you think of potential  
consequences? How do you  
plan to deal with them?

•	 What	is	this	math	problem 
really asking you to do? What 
operation is it telling you to use?

“I cannot teach anybody 
anything; I can only make 
them think.”

—Socrates
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Two-thirds of the school 
year is gone. Now a big 
transition looms for many 
middle schoolers and 
their parents. High school 

is a mere six months away. Start  
preparing your child and yourself.
 Expect your child to:
•	 Feel	excitement	about the 

opportunities high school offers. 
These include new friendships 
and more freedom. High school 
also lets students pursue a  
wide range of interests through 
extracurricular activities.

•	 Feel	nervous. High school 
standards for academics, behavior 
and independence are far beyond 
what most middle schoolers are 
used to. Then there’s the size of the 
school building and population 

that may far exceed what your 
child has now. 

To ease your child’s anxiety:
•	 Tap	available	resources. Most 

middle schools give guidance 
about coping in high school. The 
high school, too, will likely offer 
orientation sessions for new stu-
dents. Urge your child to attend. 

•	 Talk	to	your	child.	Share some of 
your own high school memories. 
Discuss the classes your child 
wants to take and how he will 
manage his schedule. Have him 
talk with current high school  
students about their experiences. 

•	 Encourage	your	child.	Starting 
high school is a huge milestone. 
Your child is growing up. Let him 
know you are proud of him and are 
looking forward to this new stage.
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Look ahead to the next stage in 
your child’s career—high school

Your middle schooler 
should have a place to 
study. But that’s not the 
only place she should 
do her work. The brain 

actually remembers material better  
if it studies the same material in  
different places. That’s the finding  
of research reported in The New 
York Times.
 According to the report, your  
child should:
1.	 Vary	the	subjects	she	studies in a 

single study session. For example, 
she might alternate studying 
vocabulary words and reading her 
history textbook. Research shows 
that concentrating on multiple 
skills, rather than on one at a time, 
leaves a deeper impression on 
the brain. 

2.	 Study	the	same	information in 
two different rooms instead of just 
one. This basically forces the brain 
to make multiple associations 
with the same material. When the 
brain has to relate the information 
to more than one background, the 
information has a better chance  
of “sticking.” 

3.	 Space	out	study	sessions	over a 
period of days. This helps the brain 
retain the material for longer than 
a day or two. Cramming for a test 
the night before may get your child 
a passing grade. But it won’t do her 
much good beyond that. To the 
brain, a quick fill leads to a quick 
empty. 

Source: B. Carey, “Forget What You Know About Good Study 
Habits,” The New York Times, niswc.com/study_research.

Research highlights strategies 
that improve retention

Q: My	daughter	and	I	seem	to	be	
fighting	over	everything.	Since	
she’s	growing	older,	should	I	
back	off	a	little	as	the	authority	
figure?	Should	we	become	more	
like	friends?

A: No. Your daughter may look 
more like a young adult and less 
like a young child but she is still 
your child and not your peer. 
 The fact is, middle schoolers 
already have friends. What they 
need are parents to support and 
guide them. They need limits and 
someone to make good decisions 
for them when they aren’t able to. 
 This doesn’t mean you need to 
be an ogre, but you should: 
•		 Continue	to	set and enforce 

rules. Middle schoolers 
shouldn’t have a huge list 
of rules. They do need a few 
important ones that must be 
followed. Kids should also  
have some input into what  
the consequences will be. 

•		 Gradually	give	your child 
more independence. Let her 
make some decisions and 
experience the consequences. 

•		 Act	like	the	adult.	Don’t try 
to be the “cool parent” in the 
neighborhood. You should be 
kind and caring to your child 
and her friends, but you are not 
“one of the girls.” Children lose 
respect for parents who act like 
children. 

•		 Avoid	making	decisions	based 
on what would please your 
child and her friends. Trust 
yourself as the adult and make 
decisions accordingly. 

•		 Have	fun	together.	Remember: 
You can maintain your role 
as an authority figure and still 
have a few laughs with your 
daughter!

Questions & Answers
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Motivate your middle 
schooler to read by 
encouraging him to 
explore reading-rich 
websites. Here are three 

great ones to try:
1.	 Teenspace,	http://teenspace.

cincinnatilibrary.org. Created 
by the Cincinnati Public Library, 
Teenspace is filled with book 
reviews and reading links. It also 
offers homework help and links 
to college and financial aid web-
sites. Subject-specific booklists 
give kids plenty of suggested 
titles to try.

2.	 Flamingnet,	http://flamingnet.
com. Launched by a book-
loving kid (who is now a recent 
Harvard graduate), Flamingnet’s 

goal, among other things, is to 
“promote reading and writing 
among young adults.” It includes 
a huge selection of book reviews, 
along with an assortment of 
grammar-related links. 

3.	 Teenreads,	www.teenreads.
com. What does the “ultimate” 
reading list look like? Which 
kid-friendly books are being 
made into movies? Find out 
at Teenreads, an online clear-
inghouse for all things literary. 
Especially helpful is the how-to 
section on starting a book club. 
And by signing up for the free 
e-newsletter, budding book-
worms can get updates on the 
latest reading-related news as it 
happens.
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In middle school, your 
child must read at a 
higher level than he  
did in elementary 
school. The reading  

material is more complex and  
contains advanced vocabulary.  
Having a broad vocabulary will 
give your child an advantage. A 
limited one may hold him back.
 Your child can strengthen his 
vocabulary by:
•	 Reading.	Your child should read 

every day. And he should read  
a variety of materials—novels, 
short stories, newspapers,  
magazines and websites. The 
more reading material your 
child takes in, the more words 
he will encounter. He should 
look up words he doesn’t know. 
Encourage him to keep a list of 
these words and their definitions 
in a small notebook.

•	 Talking. Make an effort to 
introduce new words when  
having a conversation with your 
child. This is a great exercise for 
everyone in the family. It may 
seem awkward at first. But it is 
worth making a habit of if your 
child struggles with reading.

•	 Practicing.	Reading and hearing
all these new words may not 
mean much if your child doesn’t 
use them. Challenge him to use 
one or two new words a day. 
Contact his teachers and let 
them in on your efforts so they 
can help him put the words into 
practice as well.

Source: C. Snow, “Building vocabulary to improve reading 
in middle school,” Harvard Graduate School of Education.

Vocabulary is the 
key to reading 
success in school

Prior knowledge affects ability 
to understand, relate to text

Reading-rich websites motivate 
middle schoolers to read more!

Research shows that your child’s 
ability to understand and relate 

to what she reads is linked to what 
she knows before she turns that first 
page. This is called prior knowledge.
 Having some knowledge before 
reading means your child will not 
have to try to figure out the text just 
from the information in front of 
her. Prior knowledge of a topic may 
also keep her more engaged in what 
she’s reading. To help:
•	 Encourage	your	child	to read 

news articles. They will expose 
her to topics and themes that 
she will likely encounter in her 
schoolwork.

•	 Expand	your	child’s	world. 
Attend exhibits and shows (many 
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It Matters: Reading 

are low-cost or even no-cost). 
Every bit of culture your child 
soaks up may help her make a 
connection to something she’ll 
read in the future. 

•	 Share	your	experiences. Talk 
with your child about places you 
have been or jobs you have had. 

Source: K. Allan and M. Miller, Literacy and Learning: Strategies 
for Middle and Secondary School Teachers, Houghton Mifflin.
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