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hiz 1tk century authar
Washingion Irving once
L= “Thiere is a cerain
relief in change. 1 have
found in traveling in a
stagecoach, that it is often a com-
fort to shift one'’s position, and be
bruised in 8 new place.” Nearly 250
yHsars alter witering ihat line, it
seems lrving could well have been
1alking aboun the way middle
school-age kids hurdle one chal-
lenge after another.

Probably the mast valuahlbe thing
they are learning ks thai life o't all
about them anymoze, They feel
pressured because they suddenby
have personal goals they want to
accomplish, vet there are employ-
ers, friends, wachers, siblings and
parenis who ame depending on
them, YWorse sull, the days of ather
people mking care of their ablig-
Ligers are diminishing propotion-
ately. In order (o meet the increas-
ing demands on theie dme, mbddie-
schoolers fling themselves through
a day of school, organized spons or
clubs, part-time jobs, homewark,
holibvies, mealtimes, actvites with
[rieneds, and fumily and mone,

“There lsnt enough tme (o ged
everything in,” says Alexis, a 7th
grader, “The amount of omework |
harve increases every year, and at
thie sqmmne thme T'm on thie sehoao
Fagesbo=t branll s s tearmes, 1 feel
Dk | meseed mesre Cimee to relax with
my friends.” Eighth grader Brandon
agrees: *[ like to hang at the mall, go
o mowvies, and play video games,
bt [ usually anly have time for thid
on Saturday or Sunday afiemoon.”
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of emotions that girls bring to the
relationship.”

“The goed news 15 that this kind
of thing usually sorts iself out by
high schodnl,” MeBride says. *The
social skills, the ability 1o afticulate
ihaughts and leelings, and emo-
tional development have gotten to a
peving whm: the playing field is
e

Relationships with the folks
Michael, an Bth grader, snys his por-
ents are invalved in his school activ-
ities as well as his social life. Then:
are clear expectations from them
regarding timely completion of
homework or other school assign-
ments, He also has curfews that
range from B:30 or 9 pom. o6 &
schood night to 11 pamn. on Fridays
and Saturdays. “I don't always like
it but [ know they care,” Michael
says. “[ see some people who don'
do their homewark and are just
kind of drifting, and 'm thinking

mivybee they dont have anyone who

o
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What other challenges do these
12=, 13-, andl 14-year-olds face each
day as they navigate fpom oene sclive
iy o another? Mot surprisingly,
they can talk at great length on the
omnlpresent external influences,
both positive and negative, that
e b be apound every cormer. A
bit harder for them is expressing
how the bndividual physical and
emotional changes that come with
adolpscenice affect their daily lives.

The culture of school

Every middle school's population ks
sub-divided into cliques or clans
il seem bo best fic a partbcular
pesonality. “There's jocks, Gothe,
e ‘popular’ group, nends, stoners
and some other smaller groups,”
=ays Dominde, an 8th grader. 1
mican, | hate ta label peaple like
that, because it realby isn't fair, but
yeua're preiy ongeh identified |.'r:|l' thie
group you hang with.” Dominic and
his friend Alex say they are not part
of any one growp. Instead, they like
wspects of several groups and ane
caomfortihle interacting with a
number of e, “m not “popualar’
becawse ['m naot into clothes and
Tazhion ancd hllﬁ.ﬁe_‘ sys Alex. < B 1
like & Lot of the people in that group
and 1'll banig out with them as much
as I'll hang out with people who like
sparis [jocks] or the ones who ane
the best students [nerds).”

Theres much maore pressune and
nnxiety amang girls regarding
cligques. Sara, a Vih grader, sald the
popular group pretly much sets the
tome for her school. *They have
thveir onam tabde i the calederia, [1's
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I had a sort of a girl-
friend, but it was too
stressii, Girds are cool,
tut the cne-on-cne thing :
is just way too intense.”
— Gevrge, 7th grade
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is really concemed abouwt them.”

“Kils really need to feel than
someane 5 wilching over them,”
Dr. McHride says. "Part of a teenag-
ers job at this point is to test the
limnits imposed on them."

Parents who abways say "yes” are
nid doing their kids any favors. “A
teerager without limilations is like
a car without brakes,” he says

Harringlon says parental invohve-
ment is critical to a child's develop-
mmvent. 1 see very clearly that kids
wiho ane successiul in middle school
are the ones whose parents ane pro-
viding structure and consistency at
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If you're the parent of a mid-
de-schooler, you may won-
der what he's thinking,
sinca he doesn't seem to
talk rmwuch 1o vou, In recent
interviews, 14 area mickdle
schoolers opan up and
show themsetves 10 be
thoughtful, articulate
ancl introspective aboul

A their ives.
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like their club-
hiouse wihene
ey sil and
ik fun of the
el tlaey
dlain'l Ike,” S
siys. " Thaear
whali thing is
about what
clethes they
wirar, and how
much atlention
they can ger”
Sara also says
thene are always ped-
ple hanging around
rrving to break into the
inner circle.

“Ewven Il ithey're treated badly
or insulted, they kesp trving Lo gel
in,” she says. “1 don't really want to
judge them though, 1 think deep
dewn they're just Lke the rest of us,

trying to make it through school the
bast way they know hosw”
-

I hate 1o label pecple i
-'E ke thal, Decauss it really

,; l=n't fair, but vou're pretly :
 much identified by the
group you hang with.”
— Dominic, 8th grade i
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Michael E McBride, M.Lv, a child
and adolescent paychiatrisy with
offices in Wauwaltosa and Franklin,
says llsal people Quding each other
and bonding is & nanral phenome-
non ihat harkens back (o a primi-
tive, subconsciows need for safery
and security.

“Dhus 1 Tl gnsel nl'|ruh-¢r[‘!,-;
middle school also tends to be the
plisce where kids are beginning 1o
guestion their own entities”
MeBride says, "The naral gravita-
iion toward similar personalities
Irulpﬂ 10 manre sha ry delinge a
sense of self.”

Army Fhuringion, v conenselor at
Langlellow Middle School in
Wauwatosa, says students at this
stage of development necd to feel
like they fit in somewhere,

“For girls, it's cven more impor-
tant for them 1o be accepred,” she
=ays. Acoording o Hurringlon, girls
i e popular prowp tend o be
“alpha”™ females — girks who ane

home,”™ she says, "These parenis
spend guialfoy time with their kids,
They also know wivne their kids are
at all thmes, they know wiho thedr
friends are.”

High schiool will surcly bring
a whole new set of bruis-

s, 10 bormor Irvings
metaphor, but with
thase bruises will
come Lthe burgeon-
by knner confi-
dence that says, 1
1ok everything
middle school

had 1o throw al

etz andd [ made

it. T can handle
whiatlever's next,”

Larry Widen is the father of hea
reenagers and a freclancer writer
Jreenne Winnienings,

by Lamy Widen

ounlypringg, socially adept and can
bteract mone comforiably with
wdldodes b ot of ibwdr PEETS,
“These ghils are looked up to and
thary gt a ol o anention, '-"‘F”-"-'i"'“'."'
frevimn e guiys,” says Hardngion,
“The group becomas very poserful,
and no one on the nsble wanis o
lose that edge”

Dealing with the

opposite sex

Aloaag witls thee sl of adolesoencs
comes # beightened awareness of
ihe opposite sex, Girls niay initiate
contact al this stape because they
tend o be two or three vears ahead
of bines in terms of seckal skills and
emotional development. Towever,
ihese carly relationships and their
lack of reciprocity can be frustrating
T irls.

Allizon, an Bih grader, says a good
friend she's known sinee kinder-
garten has suddenky become some-
one she deesnt recopnize anymore,
“She's totally boy-crvzy noe,”
Allison says. “Every tme we'no
together, all she can talk about is
this guy or that gy, amd how cute
they are. She writes their names all
over her notebooks and inside her
lcker,” Allison says the worst trend
of all i the way her frlend fies into
i jealows rge if any other girl walks
1o her current infateation. “Even if
o just said "Hi* or sonsething, she
runs up and demands to know what
vou said and tells you he's ‘off lim-
its.' 1 really hate that,” Allison says.

MeBride says people at this age
are driven by emernging biclogical
instncis, and hecause gids are
more enroiionally mature, they ane
subconsclously preparing to atiract
a mate, “The guys, on the ather
hand, wuly have no clue as 1o what's
heppening below the redar,” says
MeBride, “Often, at this age, the
guys like girls as friends e ae
happy just bhanging owl with them.”

George, a Tth grader agrees, ©|
had a sort of a ghelfriend, but b was
too stressful,” he says, "Girds ane
o, hut the one-on-one thing is
just wiy loo infense,” George says
he'd miueh rather go out as & group
of friends,

Harringion says boys and girls ai
this age usually have different ideas
of what ‘going oul’ means. “AR first,
({18 b firud thee antention fatwer-
ing.” shee says. “Bul ihey really don't
hm‘w licrw 1o hanadle the llull'HH.IIIJIH
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