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Proactive Parenting of Middle Schoolers

The middle school years are truly a time of mystery. The other day | was laughing
to myself as | stood at the back of the room during our middle school worship service.
There were two boys standing next to each other. One boy was in sixth grade and stood
a few inches taller than me with a hint of a moustache. Next to him was an eighth grade
boy who barely reached that sixth grader’s waist and who sung with the sweet innocence
of an eight-year-old girl. A group of young ladies huddled together at the other side of the
room; some of them with ribbons and curls, others, it seemed should be picking up their
drivers licenses after the service.

The middle school years are a time of tremendous change, turmoil, and confusion.
And yet, there is something so completely charming about all of this to me. It is the
mystery of metamorphosis. Something new and exciting is always happening, and we
have absolutely no control over it. It's a rebirth. While we stand back in terror and
wonder, before our eyes we witness a transformation. What was once a child is now a
young and new adult. This creature possesses a new and wild mind, a young and vibrant
will to be tried and tested, and a determined heart that yearns for freedom and a voice in
this world.

Okay, you say, enough of the dramatization. The reality is that this kid who used to
jump into my lap and hit me with a big kiss now locks himself into his room, has a mouth
like a drunken sailor, and sports an appetite that could pass for a wild hippopotamus! And
then there’s my daughter, (it seems just yesterday she spoke her first word) who lives with
a telephone connected to her head and is constantly talking to some guy named Spike
who’s 16, owns a motorcycle, and smells like leather. HELP!

There’s nothing more humbling than to make an attempt at shedding light on a
subject that has baffled the greatest philosophers throughout time — “how do you handle
teenagers?” | add to this the obvious disadvantage of speaking about parenting
adolescents when | don’t even have a teenager of my own yet. But | figure since | have
worked with middle schoolers for over 15 years and lived with young teens in a group
home for two years after college, | figure we all ought to at least share with one another
what we have learned. | am also discovering that the kids | work with seem to strike a
very similar behavioral resemblance to my own pre-schooler. There is one thing that |
think we all share, and that is the fact that parenting can be a very humbling experience.
There is no one parenting method that seems to work every time on every child. But | do
think that there are many great principles out there that we can learn from which can
serve as shock absorbers for us as we maneuver through this bumpy road of
adolescence. So, onward with our adventure into adolescence and pubescence!

The Foundation
As a middle school pastor that serves a large number of families, | regularly receive

phone calls from concerned parents who are confused as to what to do next with their
middle school child. | recall one afternoon when a mother called me in a panic to tell me



that she and her daughter were in a fight - and that her daughter was hitting her. She
actually asked me to come over so | could help her hit her daughter back! Another time a
father, who happens to be a respected profession therapist, called me up to ask for my
advice on how to talk to his son about his disruptive behavior. Wow, let’s face it; we're all
in over our heads! We don’t even know what our role is with our kids any more. One
minute they're pushing for independence and want us out of their life, the next minute
they’re complaining that we don’t support them and spend enough time with them. It
seems that no matter what we do, we’re in hot water!

It's so tempting to lasso our kids and shove them into the corral to keep them safe;
or perhaps we want to just let ‘em loose and watch them run wild so they can find out just
what the wild kingdom is really all about! It seems that everything a young adolescent
does is telling you that they want you out of their life and they don’t want to listen to you
any more. But, over and over again, experts tell us that despite what kids say, they really
are listening after all. Parents really still do have the greatest amount of influence in an
adolescent child’s life. And what the parent is saying and doing right now during this
critical time of growth can have more influence and lasting effect than at any other point in
their child’s life.

The middle school years are definitely not a time to check out or cruise as a parent.
Susan Panzarine states in her book A Parent’'s Guide to the Teen Years, “Many parents
mistakenly believe they should adopt a new hands-off policy and watch from the sidelines
when kids enter adolescence. Young teens need their parents just as much as infants
and toddlers do, but they need them in different ways. Parents need to stay involved in all
aspects of their kids’ lives — they need to know their children’s friends and their friend’s
parents, where they are and what they do with their free time, what they learn in school,
and what their thoughts are on the many new things they’re encountering. Early
adolescents begin to explore and experiment with behaviors and lifestyles that can have
major implications for their later lives. Young teenagers of today are exposed to more life-
threatening risks and behaviors than ever before. They need their parents to stay
intimately involved with them on their journey toward becoming competent and productive
adults.” (Pg. xiv)

One of the greatest dangers that | see when it comes to parenting is the temptation
to cruise. This is especially tempting for parents whose kids are well adjusted and
seemingly successful through their elementary school years. The kids are getting good
grades, have nice friends, are active in sports, and have a good relationship with their
parents. From the outside, this all looks really great. But what cannot see is what's
missing and what’s coming just around the corner. With good kids, we don'’t feel the need
to talk about drugs and sexuality right now. There is no drug or sexuality crisis or issue.
“Why would | talk to my 5™ or 6" grader about how to choose friends, or what to do at a
party?” “My kid isn’t into that stuff. My kid doesn’t hang around kids who do drugs.”

What many parents fail to realize is that the time of pre-adolescence and early
adolescence are exactly the right times to begin to discuss these issues because those



times are the last open window of opportunity that the parent will have to prepare their
child before those issues hit them head on. | call this preventative parenting.

At the end of the middle school years, and throughout high school, kids are
introduced to many new people and many new experiences outside of their own home.
They spend much less time at home, and have more and more freedom and opportunity
to go places and do things that their parents have no idea about or control over. The kids
are engulfed into a youth culture that pushes a value system that most of the time is the
exact opposite than that of their own family. Right now, for the most part, your child will
listen to you and value your opinion. In just a few years the scales of influence will tip,
and what you don’t talk about now could easily be diluted by those other influences, or
perhaps not even hear at all.

In NurtureThat is Christian, James Wilhoit states, “While parents continue to be a
resource in their moral development, adolescents tend to conform to the expectations of
their group of peers and of other significant adults in their lives. (Peer) approval now
rivals that of parents. Socialized into the norm of society, ‘rules’ continue to be given from
the outside.” (Pg. 167) Part of the natural progression towards independence demands
that our influence and control as a parent needs to diminish and self-guidance and peer
influence needs to kick in.

In the introduction to the book On Becoming Preteen Wise, Dr. Robert Bucknam
mentions, “(Our society) seems very willing to spend time and money to fix its problems,
but very little of either to prevent them. When we are in a crisis, we have incredible
resolve to find solutions for our problems. If we had the same resolve to prevent those
crisis, we might avoid many trials and much pain. ...It's much easier to avoid making
mistakes than it is to correct them after the fact. This is particularly true of parenting.
Just ask any mother or father continually challenged by a contentious or rebellious teen:
Given a choice to go back and start over, would you work toward prevention or maintain
the status quo and manage a crisis? It is our firm conviction that rightly meeting the small
challenges of the middle years significantly reduces the likelihood of big challenges in the
teen years.” (Pg. 12)

Over my years of ministry | have seen so many stories like this repeat themselves.
Parents with happy and healthy kids that get great grades, are active in sports and
church, and have great relationships with their parents...all of it unraveled by one
influential friend that sent that kid down a road of drug addiction. Instead of picking out
what college their kid will go to, those parents are just praying their kid will live and
graduate from high school. I've seen a girl become a mother at 15. Mom was an active
member of our church for years. She never saw it coming. Each of these parents would
tell you to seize your opportunity now. Stay connected and continue to parent your pre-
teen. Talk to him or her now about what they’ll be facing in middle school and high school.
Help them work out what they should do and shouldn’t do, and role-play actual situations.
Giving your child a step ahead is a great advantage for them and a wise move for you as
a parent. Statistics show that the divorce rate climbs significantly while parents struggle
through the adolescent years. Adults are hitting mid-life, facing the challenge of aging



parents, slowing down physically, hitting financial hurdles. And the kids are gaining a
stronger will, hitting a physical prime, and challenging you at your every move. It just
makes sense to stay a step ahead and not close our eyes and have to pick up the pieces
afterward. | really want to encourage you to stay in the parenting game through the
adolescent years. So, let’s talk more about some ideas on how to do that more
effectively.

The Importance of Parental Perspective and Health

Two important foundational principles come into play as we get our kids ready to
enter the teen years. The first one is perspective; the second is our own personal health.
Perspective is important when we consider the final desired result of our child’s life.
When it's all over, we want to see our child become a healthy, responsible adult who can
think, reason, and function effectively on their own. With this is as our goal, we can
approach our child’s struggle for independence in a totally different light. Instead of
playing tug-of-war with them, we ought to be jumping on their team and helping them
become independent in a healthy and responsible way. This is definitely an emotional
transition. After all, we want to be needed and wanted and relied upon. But itis in the
best interest of our children to help them become independent in a healthy way. To begin
this process, our parenting style must transition from authoritative parenting to parenting
by influence. Our role should shift from teacher to coach. A good coach will say, “Watch
me. Now you try.” This is where the issue of influenced comes into play.

Our kids are watching us like a hawk to figure out who we really are and what we
really believe. They get their answer based on what we do, rather than what we say.
With their developing mind, adolescents are more perceptive toward double standards
and hypocrisy in our lives. They pick up on these things like a radar, and when we say
one thing and do another — it's what we actually do that influences them the most.

One of the most important roles as a parent is to model what a responsible and
healthy adult is. This becomes the North Star from which a child can follow and endeavor
to be. So it's important that we examine what messages we’re sending our kids about the
value of education, exercise, truth, service to others, respect, friendships, relationships,
and a spiritual life. How much time do you spend on any of the above? You see, that's
what it comes down to. We all know that we take time for what's important to us. Kids
know this and evaluate what's important in our lives based upon what we are doing with
our time. This is where the issue of personal health comes in. For many parents, their
identity gets so caught up into the lives of their children that they spend all of their time
trying to please and nurture their kids at their own expense. You would think that the kids
whose parents do everything for them would love and respect their parents for doing so.
Unfortunately, the opposite tends to be true. A child tends to have little respect for their
child-centered parent because the parent is displaying very little respect for him/herself.

A parent’s personal health is so important to a child. Every adult needs to have
balance, quiet, alone time, personal interests and positive adult relationships in order to
stay healthy. The extent to which we nurture and develop health for our own lives is the
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