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Ask questions
that will make
your child think

Praising your child’s effort
may not promote learning

P

arents and teachers know that
students’ attitudes can affect their
learning. Students who believe that
intelligence can grow over time tend
to do better than those who believe
some people are just born smart.
So you’d think that praising your
middle schooler’s effort would help her
develop this growth mindset. However,
a new review of research on adolescents
reveals that focusing your praise on
your child’s effort can backfire.
As students reach middle school,
they often admire others who seem
to succeed without much effort. So
when they get praised only for their
effort, they can feel put down.
To help your child develop the
growth mindset she needs to learn
and succeed:
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• Reinforce the value of mistakes.
When she gets a disappointing
grade, tell her to think about what
went wrong—and what she can
learn from it.
• Ask her to reflect on her learning.
If she has made progress in a tough
class, help her see how far she’s
come.
• Focus on strategies. Help your
child think about the specific things
she did to succeed and encourage
her to try those things again.
• Support healthy friendships. Being
friends with other kids who want to
do their best can give your child the
motivation she needs to succeed.
Source: S. Sparks, “For Teenagers, Praising ‘Effort’ May Not
Promote Growth Mindset,” Education Week, niswc.com/
mid_praise.
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Middle schoolers need
critical thinking skills
to do research, to make
decisions and to solve
problems. As your
child progresses through school,
his teachers will expect higher-level
thinking. Instead of just giving
an answer, your child will need to
give examples to support it.
Help your child develop more
mature thinking skills by asking
him questions such as:
• “Why are your favorites your
favorites?” Whether it’s a singer
or a character in a book, explore
the appeal with your child. It’s
not enough for him to say he
likes them. Ask him to tell you
some characteristics that make
him like them.
• “How can we save money as
a family?” Review a family
expense, such as the electric or
water bill, and challenge your
child to find ways to save money.
If he does, ask him what he
thinks the family should do with
the savings—and why.
• “Can you think of a volunteer
opportunity for our family?”
Ask your child to do some
research and give information
that supports his choice.

Practical ideas for parents to help their children
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Volunteering can boost your
middle schooler’s confidence
The middle school
years can be tough.
Schoolwork is harder.
Friendships often change.
And it seems as though
physical changes may never end. That
can lead even the most confident kids
to struggle with self-esteem.
Studies show that volunteering is
a great way to boost self-esteem in
adolescents. Helping others helps kids
develop skills and see that they can
make a difference.
Any volunteer work is valuable.
But research reveals that reaching
out to strangers may have the biggest
impact on kids. Performing acts of
kindness for people your child doesn’t
know can produce positive feelings
that last as long as one year.
Volunteer work doesn’t have to
be on a grand scale. Your child could
sign up to work one shift at an animal
shelter. He could get a group of friends

together to join a walk to raise money
for a cause.
Consider volunteering as a family.
Whether it’s collecting food for a
food bank or cleaning up trash near
a stream bed, your family can grow
closer as you help others.
No matter what volunteer activity
your child decides to engage in, be
sure to stress how he will be making
a difference. It’s that sense of accomplishment that helps kids improve
their self-esteem.
Source: J. Fraga, “Helping Strangers May Help Teens’ SelfEsteem,” National Public Radio, niswc.com/mid_volunteer.

“Kindness is the language
which the deaf can hear
and the blind can see.”
—Mark Twain

Friendships can make middle
school a happier place
Middle school is
the age of the peer.
There will probably
never be another time
in your child’s life
when people his own age are more
important. And while your child may
dream of being popular, he doesn’t
need that to be happy and fulfilled.
He does, however, need a few friends
he can count on.
Encourage your child to:
• Introduce himself to new students
or any students who seem friendly.
A smile is usually a sign that a child
is open to a new friendship.
• Look for people with interests
that match his. Activities and clubs

can be a haven for children who
need help making friends. It’s
hard to spot a child with similar
interests just by walking through
the halls.
• Build on friendships that have
potential. It’s important to have
people to talk to at school. But the
strongest friendships include
spending time together outside
of school.
If your child has been eating
lunch and walking to class with
the same three boys for the last
month, suggest that he invite
them to your house to hang out.
Or, offer to drive them to the
movies.
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How well is your
child adjusting to
middle school?
Ideally, your child is well
on her way to a successful
middle school transition.
Answer yes or no to the
questions below to see
if you are supporting her during this
transition.
Have you talked with your child
about:
___1. How well she has learned the
physical aspects of the school, such
as her classrooms, the hallways and
her locker?
___2. Whether she thinks she is
keeping up with her classes?
___3. How she feels about each of
her teachers?
___4. Her social life? A child who is
content with her friendships is more
likely to have a positive middle school
experience.
___5. Your family’s values and how
she would handle pressure to try drugs
or alcohol?
How well are you doing?
More yes answers mean you are helping
your child transition well to middle
school. For no answers, try those ideas
from the quiz.
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Offer support when your
child is preparing for a test
Many middle schoolers
suffer from test anxiety.
They seem to come
unglued at the thought
of facing a big test. The
cure for most text anxiety is simple:
preparation.
To help your child prepare for
upcoming exams:
• Encourage her to find out as much
as she can in advance. What’s the
purpose of this test? What does a
high score—or a poor one—mean
for your child? Is the test multiplechoice? True or false? The more she
knows what to expect, the more
relaxed and confident she may feel
on test day.
• Have her ask her teacher about the
best ways to prepare for the exam.

Are there practice tests she can
take? Websites she can visit?
Would reviewing certain textbook
chapters help?
• Help her remain calm. Remind
your child of the studying and prep
work she’s already done, and help
her keep things in perspective.
One test grade will not affect her
entire future! Let her know that
all you expect is for her to give her
best effort.
• Watch out for her physical wellbeing. Insist your child get plenty
of sleep the night before test day.
Offer her a healthy breakfast in
the morning.
Source: J.S. Schumm, Ph.D., How to Help Your Child with
Homework: The Complete Guide to Encouraging Good Study
Habits and Ending the Homework Wars, Free Spirit Publishing.

Teach your child the many
ways to demonstrate respect
Educators agree that
respect is an important
ingredient for success in
the classroom. It’s difficult
for teachers to create a
positive learning environment in the
absence of respect.
Let your child know that everyone
wants respect. When someone respects
us, they act and speak in a way that
shows us we are worthy. Our actions
and opinions deserve consideration,
even if the other person does not agree
with them.
Teach your child to demonstrate
respect by:
• Believing in herself. Respect begins
with self-respect. Your child should
act in ways that make her proud of
herself.
• Being on time. Promptness
demonstrates respect for people’s

•

•

•

•

time. Your child should arrive
on time for classes and other
commitments.
Listening to and being polite
to others. This includes parents,
teachers and classmates.
Being someone others can trust.
Your child should do what she says
she will do and be accountable
for her actions. When she is
working on group projects, she
should always do her share.
Understanding that learning
is important. It is a way to better
herself. Your child should pay
attention in class and participate.
Realizing that she can learn
from almost every person she
meets. Your child should listen
to what others have to say—even
if she doesn’t agree with what
they’re saying.

Q: My son wakes up exhausted
every morning, even though his
bedtime hasn’t changed. I don’t
think he’s getting enough sleep,
and it’s starting to affect his
schoolwork. What can I do?

Questions & Answers
A: A few minutes of lost shut-eye
today, a few minutes tomorrow—
those minutes add up. Pretty soon,
your middle schooler is cranky,
overtired and struggling in school.
To make sure he gets enough
sleep each night:
• Review your child’s bedtime.
Middle schoolers need between
eight and 10 hours of sleep each
night to function their best in
school.
• Have him “unplug” one hour
before bed. That means no
TV, cell phone, video games
or computer in the hour leading
up to lights-out. Instead, read,
or play a board game together.
This will help him ease into
“sleep mode.” And don’t let
him keep a phone in his room
at night!
• Avoid caffeine. Studies show
that consuming caffeine up to
six hours before bedtime can
disrupt your child’s sleep. So
make sure your child stays away
from coffee, cola and tea. Watch
out for orange soda, too—it may
also contain the stimulant.
• Beware of long naps. Too much
sleep during the day can make
it harder to fall asleep at night.
If your middle schooler needs
to take a nap, have him keep it
under 60 minutes.
• Take time to talk. Something
may be troubling your child.
He may be lying awake worrying. Remember, he’s not too old
for you to have a quiet talk with
him before lights-out.
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It Matters: Working Together
What if your
child doesn’t
like a teacher?
One way that middle
school differs from
elementary school is
in the number of
teachers students
have. Adapting to the different
personalities and teaching styles
of multiple teachers can be
challenging. Middle schoolers
may dislike teachers who they
feel are too tough, give too much
homework or give hard tests.
Here are a few strategies for
handling your child’s dislike of
a teacher:
• Don’t jump to take your child’s
side. Unless you are in the classroom each day, you don’t know
that your child’s “horror stories”
are true. Talk to your child to find
out exactly what the teacher says
or does to inspire his dislike.
• Remember that it’s not the teacher’s job to be popular. Your child
doesn’t have to like the teacher’s
personality to learn from her and
show her respect.
• Realize that in most cases, your
child will need to accept the
situation. Middle school is more
challenging and rigorous than
elementary school. Your child
may have to study harder and
work longer.
• Talk to the teacher. If you believe
there is a personal issue between
a teacher and your child, ask the
teacher for a conference. Listen
to her side, calmly give yours and
work out a plan to go forward.
Source: M. Hartwell-Walker, Ed.D., “When a Teacher
and Child Don’t Get Along,” Psych Central, niswc.com/
dislike_teacher.

School counselors support
learning and offer guidance

H

as your child met with his
school counselor? If not, he’s
missing out on a wonderful resource.
Middle school counselors have
specialized training that allows
them to understand and support
students as they face the unique
challenges of middle school.
Your child’s guidance counselor
can help him:
• Set and meet goals. Your child’s
counselor can help him define
what he hopes to achieve in middle
school and beyond. The counselor
can then nudge him toward the
right classes and extracurricular
activities to help meet those goals.
• Resolve conflicts. If your child
is struggling with something in
school—whether academic or
social—his counselor can guide
him through it.

• Find extra support. From tutoring
to therapy, the counselor can assist
with finding whatever outside
resources your child needs to
thrive in middle school.

Prepare to get the most out
of parent-teacher conferences
Parent-teacher
conferences are
often brief in middle
school. To make the
most of the time you
spend with your child’s teachers:
• Chat with your child ahead of
time. Does she have any concerns
about this teacher or the class?
• Make a list. Don’t assume you’ll
remember everything you want to
talk about with the teacher. Write
a few notes about the topics you’d
like to cover.
• Start on a high note. Begin the
conference by telling the teacher

something positive. “My child
loved the demonstration you did
in class last week.” An upbeat
start sets the tone for productive
teamwork.
• Don’t be defensive. If the teacher
has concerns about your child,
don’t get angry. Instead, ask for
specific examples of the problem.
• Develop a plan. If your child’s
teacher mentions a problem, ask
her for ideas on solving it.
• Schedule a follow-up meeting.
This will give you a chance to
discuss whether the problem has
gotten better.
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