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	SPECIAL ISSUE ON
Improving the Middle School Years with Michelle Icard “Unflustered: Brains, Bravery and Botox Brow” 

	On May 1 at the Devotion School, B-PEN and the Brookline K-8 PTOs sponsored a free program for parents and educators on navigating the tricky middle school years. Educator and social leadership strategist Michelle Icard, author of “Middle School Makeover,” imparted some of the tips and tools she advocates in her book and on her website (www.michelleinthemiddle.com) for helping parents understand and effectively connect with their tweens. Some takeaways from her talk…
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	IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT  

	In middle school, the social scene is hugely important, impacted by hormones, attitude, social media, cell phones… It’s easy as a parent to get freaked out, and the landscape can be challenging to navigate. A large part of that challenge is that tweens are in the midst of identity development. Icard shared her own story of attempted reinvention when she moved from public to private school in 6th grade. Wearing the “wrong” clothes, making a new friend only to be later excluded, she ended up feeling that she was better off being invisible, a common feeling for many tweens.
Kids go up and down with identity development, partly because of the shifting sands of the school social scene. Kids are getting constant (often negative) feedback from their peers. The key to resilience is having a passion and doing something meaningful outside of school. (Icard defines this “passion” as  whatever activity they find so engrossing that they lose track of time.) Then, parents must be willing to facilitate that passion. When kids feel successful at one thing, it helps redefine the rocky patches when they feel socially at odds. They may need help to be more outgoing, to have the confidence to join a team or club. Practice is the only thing that helps kids learn social competence.

We can help make middle school better for kids by helping them:

· Appreciate differences

· Step up to leadership opportunities and step out of social drama

· Respectfully respond to criticism

· Be inspired to solve their own problems

· Manage the social environment so they can be more academically focused

	THE NEW NORMAL  

	The number one fear of middle schoolers is not being “normal,” and it’s a fear they have to face all day long – in the hallways, on buses, in locker rooms -- it’s exhausting for them. With social media promoting constant connectivity, it often comes home with them as well. For girls, the new idea of normal is “perfect.” But there is also a new tolerance for the powerful “mean girls,” who often blur the line by saying awful things, followed by “Just kidding.” Girls have a natural inclination to be part of a group and often look for a social “tribe” to protect them. Exclusion can be the worst kind of relational aggression. Parents need to have a conversation with girls and boys about how to understand and navigate this kind of behavior.

Boys have a different set of challenges. Joseph Campbell maintains that every boy wants to be a hero, which is fairly easy in preschool and early elementary school. Then it stops being cool. Instead of superheroes, boys emulate sports figures, celebrities. They think to fulfill the hero image you need to wear cologne, be buff, strong. They redefine what is heroic. However, the message should be that to be a hero you do something great for others, by sacrificing your body (police, solider, firefighter) or by delivering a message that changes the community (teacher, author, preacher, doctor). A hero is one who takes a little bit of risk for the betterment of others. 

	THE ADOLESCENT BRAIN 

	The adolescent brain is still very much in development. Boys’ brains are half way to full development at age 14, while girls are there by age 11, so there is a big gender gap in levels of maturity. During the  middle school years, the prefrontal cortex, which is the manager that controls critical thinking, doesn’t do too much. The hot seat is the amygdala, which favors making decisions on impulse. The temporal lobe acts as a kind of filing cabinet. There are two times during life that the brain purges info -- ages 2 and 11, so keep in mind that tweens’ brains are very active and a little erratic.  This purging process is highly emotional, making it tough to communicate and control impulses. Practice is the only way to get through it. (Don’t stop those piano lessons, or all that information will be lost!)

Kids are more likely to do crazy things during adolescence than at any other time. Evolution programs them to be able to take risks, like go to college, live on their own. The primary job in middle school is to develop an identity apart from one’s parents, but the prefrontal cortex dampens that impulse, setting up a push/pull of emotions. While teens can evaluate risks, peer pressure and the promise of social reward (kids try to impress others to form a “tribe”) are so powerful they often override common sense. Parents can use social reward as carrot – do well on a test and you can have a sleepover, etc.

Adolescents also are prone to misinterpret facial expressions because they are processing with the emotional center of their brain. A parent’s furrowed brow of concern is often interpreted as anger, which can shut down a conversation. Practice a “botox brow” or neutral expression.

	PROBLEM SOLVING 

	The biggest paradigm shift between elementary and middle school for parents is learning not to solve all their kids’ problems, but to help children realize they have the power to solve many of their own issues. When a kid says, “I’ve got a problem,” try: 

Empathy 

· I’m sorry that happened

· How does that make you feel? Since you can’t fix other people, maybe you can adjust how it makes you feel? What can you do to feel better?
Help come up with list of strategies for your child to try

· Reinforce “You’re good at problem solving”

· Be non-judgmental

· Ask “What else can you try?”

· Pick 2-3 tactics and imagine the outcomes, talk through what might happen with each

· Have your child choose one and follow up

· OR sometimes the best resolution is to ignore the problem, which can give them a sense of power 

	BULLYING 

	Of course, if your child’s problem is relentless bullying – any kind of repetitive teasing, threats, or humiliation – adults from the school should be involved. Targeted kids feel victimized and helpless. They need help from the administration as well as parental support. If things are really bad, sometimes a child may need to get a fresh start somewhere else, to find space for reinvention. But some kids who are socially awkward inadvertently elicit bullying and may need extra coping strategies and therapy NOT to become a target or fall into the role of “mascot.” 

	TWEENS AND TECHNOLOGY 

	You can’t fight it -- social media is part of the world we live in. Kids have a great need to be connected as a way of searching for a tribe as they grow apart from their parents. Social media provides that as well as a platform for creativity. Used properly, it can be enhance real life experience and be very validating. It lets kids wade in the water gently to explore social groupings, take risks. Parents should set up internet guidelines and  “friend” their kids so they can see what’s going on, be part of the conversation and, without being intrusive, help kids process, if needed.  But also give lots of privacy online, too. As kids pull away and become more private, you can still look at what they’re posting and comment on the positive postings as a way to connect. (The book “It’s Complicated: The Social Lives of Networked Teens,” by Danah Boyd, is very informative.) Similarly, smart phones should be earned only after responsible use of less sophisticated cell phones. Teach phone etiquette and model appropriate use.

	NEED SOME HELP? 

	Brookline is blessed with a wealth of resources, starting with your schools’ guidance counselors. For additional helpful information on navigating the social, emotional and developmental challenges, including tips and resources, visit 
www.B-PEN.org
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