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Help your child
bounce back
from low grades

Organization is the key to
success for middle schoolers

M

iddle schoolers may have
homework in six or more
classes, after-school activities and
busy social lives. Organization is
critical to managing everything and
can make the difference between
doing well in school and sinking.
To help your child get organized:
• Have a weekly planning meeting.
Sitting down with your child for
five minutes each Sunday to plan
the week ahead can make the days
go more smoothly. Bring your family
calendar to the meeting and write
down important deadlines and
events.
• Make sure he is using a planner
to keep track of his homework and
activities. Encourage your child to
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check it before leaving school to
see which books to bring home.
• Have him make a daily checklist
of tasks to complete when he starts
his homework. Also have your child
make checklists for long-range
projects, outlining the steps and
their deadlines.
• Choose places to keep specific
belongings—especially things
that get misplaced frequently.
Schoolbooks and other items to
bring back to school might be kept
in a box by the front door.
• Expect your child to put things
away in their designated spots. Set
an example by doing this with other
household items. Have a place for
keys, purses, mail, etc.
www.parent-institute.com

It’s natural to be upset
if your child brings
home a bad grade.
But showing your
frustration and anger
won’t help her earn better grades.
A better approach is to:
• Put grades into perspective.
Poor grades can drain your
child’s confidence. Make sure
she knows that grades are
important, but that they are
not a measure of her worth.
• Focus on the positive. Talk
about what your child has done
well—in an academic subject or
an extracurricular activity. Ask
her what she is most proud of.
• Look behind the grade. Low
grades indicate a problem. Ask
your child what she thinks the
problem is. Sometimes it’s not
academic ability, but poor study
habits or test anxiety.
• Set realistic goals for improvement. Don’t expect all A’s if your
child is currently getting all C’s.
• Contact teachers. Sometimes
students try their best and still
fail. Or they blame teachers
for their troubles. Gather more
information by asking teachers
for their opinion about what’s
happening.

Practical ideas for parents to help their children
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Be absolute when speaking to
your child about alcohol & drugs
Now that your child
is getting older, some
topics—curfew, free
time, chores—are open
to negotiation. Others,
however, are nonnegotiable. They
should include vaping, alcohol use
and drug abuse.
Follow these guidelines:
• Be explicit, but give reasons.
“Underage drinking, illegal drug
use and vaping are all unacceptable.
They are harmful to your health.
You are never allowed to participate
in these behaviors.”
• Do not expect your child to
experiment with drugs or alcohol.
Yes, many young people do. But
plenty of others do not! This is not
a “rite of passage.” One experiment
can harm your child. Be sure she
knows you expect her not to take the
risk. Do not say, “Be careful.” Say,
“Do not do it.”

• Restrict contact with friends who
drink or use drugs. You can’t control
who your child spends time with at
school. But if you know a peer who
drinks or uses drugs, tell your child
that she is not allowed to socialize
with this person outside of school
without supervision. If your child
does anyway, she is disobeying
you, and consequences should
follow.
Again, make sure she knows
that the reason is her health.
Experts agree that children who
hang around users are more likely
to become users themselves.

“The child supplies the
power but the parents
have to do the steering.”
—Benjamin Spock

Encourage your child to make
connections with classmates
There will probably never
be a time in your child’s
life when people his own
age are as important to
him as they are now.
And that’s OK. Forming friendships
with other kids at school can help your
child feel more connected to school.
So encourage him to:
• Introduce himself to new students
or any student who seems friendly.
A smile is usually a good sign that
a child is open to a new friendship.
• Look for classmates who have
interests matching his. Help him
check out a variety of clubs and
extracurricular activities. These can
be a haven for kids who need help

making friends. It may be hard for
your child to spot a child of similar
interests as he walks through the
halls, but if he meets a student in
the chess club, it’s a safe bet that
child likes playing chess, too.
• Build on friendships that have
potential. It’s important to have
people to talk to at school. But
the strongest friendships also
involve spending time together
outside the school building. If your
child has been eating lunch and
walking to class with the same three
boys for the last month, encourage
him to ask them over to your home
to hang out. Or offer to drive them
to the movies.

Are you showing
your child how
to be thorough?
So many poor grades
result not from a lack
of knowledge, but rather
from careless mistakes.
Are you teaching your
middle schooler to do careful,
accurate work? Answer yes or no
to the questions below to find out:
___1. Do you review your child’s
planner or assignment notebook to
find out what homework he has?
___2. Do you encourage your child
to pay attention to details—such as
putting his name and the correct date
on papers?
___3. Do you remind your child that
“neatness counts,” and that sloppy,
hard-to-read work will probably be
marked down?
___4. Do you encourage your child
to double-check his answers before
submitting work?
___5. Do you look over your child’s
finished work with him to ensure it
is neat and complete?
How well are you doing?
If most of your answers are yes,
you are helping your child turn in
thorough work. For no answers, try
those ideas.
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Improve communication with
your child by simply listening
• Don’t always put your child off.
You can’t drop everything each
time your child calls your name.
But if your answer is usually: “Hold
on” or “Just a minute,” your child
may just save what he was going to
say forever.
To increase your chances for a
conversation with your child:
• Let him finish! Don’t assume you
know what he is going to say.
• Plan opportunities for your child
to have a chance to say what he
wants. Time spent in the car doing
errands together is ideal. Be quiet
during these times and give your
middle schooler an opportunity to
break the silence.

Many parents of middle
schoolers think their
children don’t talk to
them enough. But that
lack of conversation may
actually be the fault of the parents.
Some parents suffer from the same
problem they complain about—they
just don’t listen.
To improve communication with
your child, avoid these common
pitfalls:
• Don’t talk over him. For example,
your child says, “You know that
new kid at school, Jake ... ?” You
interrupt and say, “Jake! I met his
parents at the PTA meeting. They
seem lovely. You should call him.”
Maybe your child was going to
share something with you. But
now, he probably won’t.

Source: K.R. Ginsburg and M.M. Jablow, “But I’m Almost
13!” An Action Plan for Raising a Responsible Adolescent,
McGraw-Hill Education.

Help your middle schooler
think about the world of physics
Physics may seem like one
of the most challenging
sciences, but it’s also
with us all the time in
our everyday lives. Help
your child stop and notice.
Thinking about science in real-life
terms can help her master the subject.
The key is to translate the language of
physics into the language of the middle
schooler. For example:
• Rest. This is the state of the book,
gum wrapper or item of clothing
your child leaves on the counter
or the floor. An object is at rest
when it is simply lying there and
not moving at all.
• Inertia. This is your child’s state after
dropping the item. She knows she
should pick up the item and put it
away, but doesn’t feel like it. Inertia

is a fancy term for resisting a change
from one state to another.
• Force. This is what you add to
the mix. Force makes change happen. When you come along and tell
your child she won’t be going out
this weekend unless everything is
picked up and put away, you exert a
force on your child. This force overcomes her inertia. She moves and
picks up what she left lying around.
• Mass. This is one indicator of how
hard your child will have to work at
cleaning up. Smaller objects (the
gum wrapper) that are lighter have
less mass and are easier to move.
Bigger objects (a stack of books)
that are heavier have more mass
and are more difficult to move.
Source: D. and C. Johnson, Homework Heroes, Grades 6-8:
It’s a Bird. It’s a Plane. It’s Done! Kaplan Publishing.

Q: My daughter hates to write.
When she has a writing assignment, she just stares at the blank
piece of paper. Is there anything
I can do to help?

Questions & Answers
A: Middle schoolers are often
reluctant writers. Many simply
freeze with fear at the thought of
writing. They worry that what they
write won’t be any good, or that
they’ll be made fun of.
To help your middle schooler
overcome writer’s block:
• Remind her that professional
writers have difficulty writing
sometimes, too.
• Talk through ideas with her.
Encourage your child to
brainstorm and make a list
of as many ideas as she can.
• Suggest she write down her
ideas just as they come. Later
she can edit flow, grammar
and spelling.
• Encourage her to use a
computer to write if possible.
This makes it easier to make
revisions.
• Have her try free writing.
She should write anything that
comes to mind, no matter how
silly. Or, ask your child to write
about something she enjoys.
• Don’t over-criticize. If she asks
you to review her writing, note
what you like first. Focus on
what your child is trying to
say, not just the mechanics
of writing.
• Don’t fix her mistakes for
her. This won’t boost her
self-confidence. Instead, it
will send the message that
you don’t think your child is
capable of fixing them herself.
• Be patient. Allow her to express
her frustration. It takes time to
become a good writer.
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It Matters: Discipline
Three strategies
can eliminate
rude back talk
As the parent of a
middle school child,
you may have days
where it seems as if
everything you say is
wrong. Even an innocent comment
may be met with a rude, arrogant
or scornful reply from your child.
You may be angry and frustrated.
But it’s best to avoid a big show of
emotion. Instead:
1. Use “I-messages.” Anything
that begins “you always” or “you
never” or even just “you” may
sound like an accusation to your
child. And nothing will gear him
up for a fight faster than that.
Instead, put the emphasis
on your feelings. Say, “I get
frustrated when the trash piles
up,” instead of, “You never take
out the trash!”
2. Become a broken record. Don’t
get into a debate about why he
can’t go to a concert without you.
Instead, repeat yourself. “The rule
in our house is no unchaperoned
concerts.” When he complains,
respond again, “The rule in our
house is no unchaperoned
concerts.”
3. Say something nice, then walk
away. There are times when you
just won’t be able to get any further with your child until he calms
down. Try, “I know you’re upset,
and that makes me sad for you.
But you’re being so rude to me
that I can’t talk to you right now.
I’ll be happy to discuss things
more in a little while.”
Source: “Did That Come Out of My Child’s Mouth?”
Family Education, niswc.com/mid_backtalk.

Avoid discipline techniques
that encourage poor behavior

T

here are many common ways
of handling discipline that can
actually encourage poor behavior.
Experts say parents should remember
these don’ts:
• Don’t tempt your child. Saying
things like, “I’d like to see you try
it!” can sound like a dare.
• Don’t leave room for error.
Instead of saying, “Try to finish
your chores today,” be clear and
say, “Finish your chores today.”
• Don’t ask pointless questions.
Instead of asking your child,
“How many times have I told
you not to use that tone with me?”
focus on what you’d like her to do.
Say, “Speak in a respectful tone.”
• Don’t use threats. Saying, “If
you don’t finish your homework
before dinner, you can’t have
dessert,” gives your child a choice.

It’s better to say, “You need to finish your homework before dinner.”
• Don’t be vague. Kids don’t learn
from phrases like, “Grow up!”
They need specifics. Say, “It is
your responsibility to remember
your chores.”

Establish family rules that
promote respectful behavior
It’s important for kids to
be respectful at school.
How they interact with
family members at home
lays the groundwork for
how they act toward others.
By establishing rules for acceptable behavior, you’ll be creating a
more peaceful, respectful climate at
home—and at school.
Encourage family members to:
• Ask before taking or borrowing
someone else’s property.
• Share. A box of cereal is for
everyone in the family, not just
your middle schooler.

• Accept that no one always gets
his or her own way. Family members have to take turns.
• Speak in polite tones.
• Think of others. Ask about their
day. Offer support or praise when
appropriate.
Don’t tolerate behavior such as:
• Physical violence in any form.
• Screaming and yelling.
• Insulting other family members.
• Stealing from family members.
• Treating family property with
disrespect.
Source: R. Howard, Parenting at the Speed of Teens:
Positive Tips on Everyday Issues, Search Institute Press.
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