
Stress has a negative effect on  
student achievement. That means 

that no matter how much your middle 
schooler has studied or prepared, if 
she shows up at school stressed-out, 
she’s not ready to learn.  
 One effective way to help your child 
decrease stress is to promote daily 
physical activity. Here’s why. Exercise:
• Helps students feel happier. The 

endorphins exercise releases also 
increase energy levels. If your child 
is facing writer’s block, a quick run 
might help her return to her task 
focused and energized.

• Is calming. When your child is 
focused on the exercise or sport  
at hand, she’s likely to stop focusing 
on her worries.

• Increases self-confidence. If your 
child feels like she has more control 
over her body, she may feel more  
in control of her studies as well. 

• Improves memory. Studies  
have shown that the increased 
blood flow to the brain caused  
by exercise can help students 
remember more. 

If your middle schooler says she 
doesn’t have time to exercise, help  
her rearrange her schedule so she can 
fit some activity into her day. You could 
even plan to work out together—you 
could probably use the reduction in 
stress as much as your child!

Source: “Exercise and stress: Get moving to manage 
stress,” Mayo Foundation for Medical Education and 
Research, niswc.com/mid_activity.

Exercise can decrease stress 
and boost academic success
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Two keys for 
teaching your 
child respect

What’s one of the  
most critical values 
you can instill in your 
middle schooler? 
Respect. By teaching 

him to respect you, himself and 
others, you’ll help him grow into 
a grounded, decent adult. You’ll 
also help him have a better school 
experience.
  To instill respect in your child:
1. Remember that you’re not his 

friend. Your child already has 
friends; he needs you to be 
his parent. Friends have equal 
power in a relationship; parents 
and children do not. Earn your 
child’s respect by being reliable, 
not by acting cool and trying to 
be his buddy.

2. Be tough when necessary.  
Many parents find themselves 
caving in to their middle 
schooler’s nagging. Instead,  
be firm and reasonable when 
dealing with your child. Treat 
him fairly and you’ll demon-
strate respect. Be consistent 
and loving and you’ll earn  
his respect.

Source: J. Taylor, Ph.D., Your Children Are Under 
Attack: How Popular Culture is Destroying Your  
Kids’ Values, and How You Can Protect Them, 
Sourcebooks, Inc.
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What does your middle 
schooler really want for 
dinner? You. Families  
live hectic lives and you 
may wonder whether 

gathering for a family meal is worth 
all the hassle. Well, it is. In fact, family 
meals make a real difference. 
 Studies have found that kids who 
 eat dinner with their families four or 
more nights a week are less likely to  
try cigarettes, alcohol and marijuana. 
They also perform better in school.

Here’s how to make family meals
work for you:
• Don’t beat yourself up if you can’t

eat together every night. Try to
have dinner together a few times
each week.

• Include your child in mealtime
conversations. Ask a few specific

questions. Instead of the standard 
“How was your day?” be clear-cut. 
Ask, “What’s one interesting thing 
that happened at school?” It may 
get him to open up more.

• Keep it pleasant. Don’t use meal-
time as an opportunity to argue
or interrogate your child.

• Laugh. Humor makes dinnertime
fun for everyone.

• Be flexible. If evening meals are
hard to schedule, share breakfast
with your child. You’ll have the
same chance to connect.

• Go low-tech. Don’t try to compete
with digital devices for your child’s
attention. You’ll lose. Turn off the
TV and keep phones and tablets 
away from the table.

Source: “Benefits of Family Dinners,” The Family  
Dinner Project, niswc.com/mid_dinner2.
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Regular family dinners can 
improve outcomes for children

Are you staying 
involved in your 
child’s life?

Don’t let extracurricular activities 
take over your child’s schedule

Some middle schoolers 
seem to close more than 
their bedroom doors. 
They also close parents 
out of important parts of 

their lives. Here’s a quiz that will help 
you open those doors—and maintain 
the lines of communication. See how 
many questions you can answer:
1. Can you name the students who
eat lunch with your child? Write one
name: __________________________.
2. Do you sometimes listen to your
child’s music? Name her favorite song
or group: _______________________.
3. Do you know the names of your
child’s teachers? Name her favorite
teacher:  _______________________.
4. Do you know who your child
texts regularly? Name two friends:
_____________ and ______________.
5. Do you and your child talk about
what’s going on in the world? Name
one of her current big worries:
________________________________.

How well are you doing?
Ask your child. Show her your answers 
and talk about them. Then see if she 
can answer some similar questions 
about you.

If your middle schooler’s 
after-school activities 
are negatively affecting  
his in-school performance,  
it’s time to free up his  

calendar. When kids complain about 
not having enough time to finish 
homework, or hang out with family  
and friends, they are overscheduled.
 To help your child thin out his 
after-school schedule:
• Set some basic rules. If he plays

more than one sport, for example,
consider enforcing a “one sport at
a time” rule.

• Understand the commitment.
Before your child signs up for any
new activity, make sure he knows
exactly what will be expected of
him. For example, if the drama club
requires three rehearsals each

week, that might be too much for 
his schedule.

• Prioritize. It’s great that your child
loves playing the clarinet as much
as he enjoys karate and babysitting.
But if doing all three leaves him
with little time to study, something’s
got to give. Ask him to think about
which activity is most important to
him and to consider taking a break
from the others.

“Whatever you are doing, 
give it all of your attention. 
Prioritize what you’re 
going to do carefully, and 
then be in the moment.”

—Gail Kelly

1523-1283
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It can be challenging for 
students to remember 
what they have learned. 
That’s because the human 
brain is wired to forget. 

 To help your middle schooler 
remember what he studies:
• Be sure he understands what he’s 

studying. It’s tough to memorize 
something if you don’t know what  
it means in the first place.

• Set it to music. Encourage your 
child to make up a tune or simple 
rhyme to remember names, dates  
or math formulas.

• Surround him with the material. 
Is he studying a certain history 
topic? Find books, movies and  
songs about that topic, too.

• Try visualization. Get your child 
to associate the thing he’s trying 

to memorize with a mental image. 
Have him close his eyes and picture 
what he is studying. A picture really 
is worth a thousand words.

• Make it personal. Ask your child  
to explain the topic he’s studying 
to you. Just putting it into his own 
words may help the concepts stick 
in his mind.

• Be thorough. Remind your child  
to read through all of his notes  
when he’s studying. Afterward,  
he can go back and try to recall  
and restate the information.

• Sleep on it. The brain processes  
and stores information while  
people sleep. Suggest that your  
child review essential information 
just before he goes to sleep.

Source: Y. Terada, “Why Students Forget—and What  
You Can Do About It,” Edutopia, niswc.com/mid_forget.

These strategies can help your 
middle schooler retain learning

Q: The first half of the school year 
didn’t go so well for my seventh 
grader. His grades were lower 
than we both would’ve liked. How 
can I make sure he does better 
during the second half?

A: Encourage your son to look  
at the new calendar year as a  
starting over point. To help him 
make a fresh start, adopt—or 
recommit to—positive school  
habits. Here’s how:
• Set goals. You can’t expect  

your child to turn his year 
around overnight. But you 
can help him set reasonable, 
attainable goals. For instance, 
if he earned all C’s last grading 
period, see if he can bring at 
least some of his grades up  
to B’s.

• Schedule homework time.  
Has your child been slacking  
off on finishing assignments? 
Insist on a regular homework 
time. If he’s freshest right after 
school, then make that his work 
time. But if he does better with 
a little downtime first, give him 
an hour before having him crack 
open the books.

• Enforce bedtime. If your child 
always stays up for “just one 
more episode” there’s a good 
chance he’s not getting enough 
sleep. Studies show that sleepy 
students don’t perform as well 
in school, so insist that your 
child head to bed (without 
digital devices) at a reasonable 
hour.

• Monitor his progress. Don’t 
wait until your child fails a  
quiz or brings home a note  
from a teacher to discover he’s 
struggling in class. Instead, 
touch base regularly with his 
teachers. 

All parents want their  
children to grow up and 
have satisfying work  
that suits their skills  
and interests. 

 Here are some things you can do  
to help your middle schooler prepare 
for a choice career:
• Encourage her to explore her 

interests through extracurricular 
activities, such as school clubs and 
volunteering.

• Talk with her about your own  
job experiences. Try to arrange a 
time your child can shadow you  
in your job. Or have her shadow  
a friend or relative.

• Have her take self-assessments  
that will reveal her strengths,  
interests and possible career 
matches. You can find some online 

and you can also ask the school 
counselor.

• Model positive work habits, 
including promptness, respect  
and responsibility.

• Check out helpful resources.  
Go online to help your child learn 
specifics of jobs that interest her, 
such as education requirements, 
skills needed and salaries.

• Research educational options.  
Look into different choices—like 
technical schools and two- and  
four-year colleges. What credentials 
does your child need to reach her 
career goals?

• Talk about money. Calculate the 
cost of basic living expenses, such  
as rent, food and clothes. Compare 
this amount to the average salaries  
of jobs that interest your child.

Start your child thinking about  
a possible career for the future

Questions & Answers
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Is your child a reader? 
Some kids don’t read 
many novels, but that 
doesn’t mean they  
are not readers. Avoid 

labeling your middle schooler a  
nonreader—if you say it, your child 
is likely to believe it.
 Nearly every kind of reading  
has value that you may not have 
considered. Recognize it. Encourage 
it. Praise your child for reading. 
 If your child reads:
• Magazines, she has learned 

the value of reading for pleasure 
and interest. As long as the mate-
rial is age-appropriate, this is 
a constructive activity for your 
child.

• Sports scores, she has learned  
to read for information. And  
she has learned that the internet 
and newspapers are valuable 
resources. Ask her questions that 
require her to do a bit of research.

• Nonfiction books, she is building 
fluency, comprehension and 
vocabulary skills. Consider giving 
her a biography of a person she 
admires.

• Instruction manuals or how- 
to books, she has learned that 
reading can teach her a practical 
skill. Help her look for books 
about skills she wants to learn.

• Text messages, she has learned 
to use reading and writing to 
communicate. But if texts are  
the only things she reads—it’s 
time to set limits and introduce 
some variety! 

Source: D. Booth, Reading Doesn’t Matter Anymore ... 
Shattering the Myths of Literacy, Stenhouse Publishers.

Find the value in 
different types of 
reading material 

Your middle schooler can still 
benefit from read-aloud time

Three ways to boost your 
child’s reading comprehension

Middle schoolers are too old to  
be read to, right? Absolutely 

not. Most young middle schoolers 
are still better at listening than they 
are at reading. 
 When you read aloud to your child, 
you expose him to new concepts, ideas 
and vocabulary. The key is to keep it 
short and to the point. 
 Here are some strategies to try:
• Review the news. Choose a news 

article to read aloud to your child 
at breakfast. Have him do the same 
for you after dinner.

• Share what you are reading. Read 
aloud a small part of something 
you are reading. Watch for signs 
of interest in your child. If they 
appear, read a little longer. 

• Select a book to read together. 
Choose a genre that neither of  
you is familiar with. Consider  
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It Matters: Reading

science fiction, historical fiction 
or a biography and read for a few 
minutes each evening.

Source: K. Short, “Reading Aloud to Middle School 
Students,”  Edutopia, niswc.com/mid_readaloud.

In middle school, much 
of your child’s academic 
success will involve 
reading comprehension. 
Comprehension is much 

more than being able to recognize the 
words in a passage. It means that your 
child understands the meaning of the 
passage as a whole. 
 To build reading comprehension, 
encourage your child to:
1. Make connections. When your 

child reads something that reminds 
him of something he has seen or 
done, the reading material has 
meaning and it will make him 

think. Help your child look for 
books or articles that refer to his 
favorite things, places or memories.

2. Read often. The more your child 
reads, the easier it will become 
for him. And the easier reading 
becomes, the more energy and 
interest he’ll have left over to focus 
on the meaning of what he reads.

3. Think about what he reads.  
Ask him questions, such as:  
Who is the main character? What 
kind of personality does he have? 
Does he remind you of anyone  
you know? How do you think  
the book will end?

http://www.parent-institute.com
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