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1

Being a Middle Schooler
—and Smart
______________________

I need you to know that … I’m a complicated kid—I’m 

shy, outgoing and standoffi sh, the most sarcastic person 

you’ve ever met, brutally honest, stubborn and obnoxious. 

I am a leader, but I sometimes have to let others take the 

reins when I give up. I have zero confi dence, yet I don’t 

care what others think. I’m too ironic for my own good. I 

don’t understand why my intelligence puts people off. I love 

melodrama, but petty drama is the most annoying thing. I 

secretly envy people, I hate myself, I love myself. … I want 

to learn how to empower other people and myself.

          —Lexie, Year Eight

______________________

T here is no “standard issue” young adolescent. Each one develops   
 according to his or her own timetable and in response to his or  
 her own unique biological makeup, environment and oppor-

tunity. Nonetheless, the developmental period we call “early adolescence” 
sets broad parameters within which individual variance occurs.

Young adolescents often have big dreams—and short attention spans. 
They are 120 centimetres and 180 centimetres tall or more. They are 
consumed with self but have a compulsion to change the world. They 
are children becoming adults, and the transformation creates havoc in 
their bodies, minds and hearts, as well as in the lives of the adults who 
care about them. No other period in life besides infancy is so typifi ed 
by physical, emotional and intellectual change as is early adolescence. 
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Middle schoolers are more often carried along by the waves of change 
than they are directors of the change. Almost moment by moment, they 
wonder at the transformation and ask, “Who am I?” “What’s happening to 
me?” “How do I fi t?” and “Where do I belong?” They seem sometimes to 
languish as they stare into deep pools of self-absorption—into both literal 
and fi gurative mirrors. Parents and teachers could justly conclude, “Ah, I 
get it. Narcissus must have been a middle schooler!”

The Physiology of It All

It’s not unusual for middle grades teachers to survey their students with 
wonder after an extended summer break because of the marked physical 
changes that have occurred in such a short time. Young teens’ bodies 
often transform rapidly, producing several “side effects” with which both 
teachers and students must contend in the classroom.

 1. Movement is necessary. Student requests to go the restroom, pencil 
sharpener or rubbish bin indicate both a need to move and an 
abbreviated attention span—as do tapping on desks and fi dgeting in 
seats. Effective teachers of young adolescents understand the need for 
frequent “gear shifts” during a single class and plan accordingly.

 2. Awkwardness is inevitable. Young adolescents’ limbs grow in length 
fi rst, then their bodies increase in breadth. Their trunks don’t 
catch up with the other growth for about a year. Only then does 
muscular strength mature. Grace and agility are not hallmarks of 
early adolescence. While the pattern of development is generally 
consistent, it takes place on very different timetables for different 
students, with girls generally reaching their mature height about two 
years before their male peers. Effective teachers of young adolescents 
take into account both the awkward patterns of physical development 
and its variations among students.

 3. A new infl ux of hormones contributes to both physical and social-
emotional disarray. The hormone-driven changes occur at different 
times for different students—a reality that can itself be disorienting 
for middle schoolers. For some, the opposite sex becomes a prevalent 
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source of interest, attention and concern. For others, the sudden 
preoccupation of their friends is puzzling, if not alienating. Good 
teachers of middle schoolers work around, rather than against, the 
infl ux of hormones. That is, they both plan for productive student 
interactions and simultaneously work to help students focus on 
important tasks at hand.

 4. The young adolescent brain is in a promising state of fl ux. Again, 
this signals the most transformational developmental period other 
than infancy. New synapses are developing at a rapid pace, and we 
now understand that early adolescence is a “use-it-or-lose-it” time 
for the brain. The newly developing synapses are fragile and require 
considerable practice and support for maximum development. 
Synapses exercised during this period will continue development, 
and those not exercised will be “pruned” or lost; therefore, teachers 
of young adolescents should persistently call on students to reason, 
think abstractly and exercise critical analysis—and provide consistent 
support systems for students learning how to do so.

 5.  Tasks or events requiring organisation, planning and refl ective 
decision making are particularly problematic for middle schoolers. 
The prefrontal cortex—the part of the brain responsible for these 
functions—is the last portion of the brain to mature during 
adolescence; however, the amygdala—the emotional or “gut reaction” 
centre of the brain—operates at full capacity. Thus, disorganisation 
and impulsivity frequently “come with the package” of the young 
adolescent. Young teens can develop organisational skills but will 
need the watchful assistance and coaching of adults to do so. 
Effective teachers of 10– to 15-year-olds anticipate the challenges of 
organisation, planning and refl ective decision making and actively 
play the roles of coach and guide for their students in these areas.

 6. Young adolescents often feel both pulled toward and repelled by the 
adults in their lives. A key developmental task of teens is establishing 
independence. That task is both alluring and terrifying to young 
teens, who may on one day long for the security of childhood and 
on the next yearn to lurch toward adulthood. This contradiction 
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can be as confusing for the adults who want to guide students in 
this developmental period as it is for the young people themselves. 
Excellent teachers of middle schoolers understand the ambivalence of 
their students toward adults. They provide environments that allow 
both safety and independence; they remain constant in their support 
of their students, even when students resist them, and they do not 
take personally a student’s need to separate from adult authority.

 7. Emotions rule. Because the portions of the brain responsible for 
reasoning and logic are still developing during the early adolescent 
years, the emotional centre of the brain, which is more fully 
developed, often reigns supreme. Egocentrism is often a driving force 
for the young teen. What others think is typically of great concern. 
In this time span, adolescents often feel they are “on stage”—an 
object of scrutiny by everyone. They are sensitive to criticism—a 
state magnifi ed by rapid body changes and rapid role shifts. They 
feel vulnerable and uncertain. “Fitting in” with peers can become 
paramount as middle schoolers seek a place to belong. Uniqueness 
and individuality often take a back seat to conformity, and middle 
schoolers can become quite intolerant of and cruel to students 
who don’t fi t the mold. Effective teachers understand the confl icts 
their students face and are willing to walk the tightrope of offering 
important structure and guidance while, at the same time, providing 
opportunities for self-exploration, independent decision making and 
the development of social responsiblity.

The best teachers of young adolescents are 
shepherds of possibility—helping students 
articulate, envision and chart a course to 
the future.

It is the dynamic of these young adolescent markers that makes the 
middle school classroom at once energising and confounding for teachers 
and students alike. Students at this age are driven by an urge to become 
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The Role of Learning Environment in 
Developing and Extending Ability

______________________

T he learning environment in a classroom is intangible, largely   
 invisible and easy for a teacher to relegate to the list of things to  
 think about when there’s time. Nonetheless, every classroom, for 

better or worse, has a learning environment—a tone—that signals students 
about “how it’s going to be in here for me”. The teacher is the architect 
of the learning environment, and it speaks unmistakably of the teacher’s 
style of leadership, philosophy of teaching, and feelings about learners 
and learning.

To some degree, the learning environment directly mirrors the 
personality of the teacher. Is this going to be a lively place or a dour one? 
Will people act from a sense of obligation or opportunity? Is the classroom 
going to function like a monarchy or a democracy? Most teachers get 
better over time at understanding the classroom as a microcosm of a larger 
world and become more adept at creating, in that microcosm, the sorts of 
messages and experiences that help students learn about things like trust, 
respect, responsibility and self-refl ection.

The many elements of effective classroom environments are relatively 
universal in importance. That is, they matter when learners are in 
the primary grades, when they are young adolescents, and in higher 
education. They matter because they address human needs that may 
“change shape” over time, but do not go away. Positive learning environ-
ments are those that provide opportunities for students to experience 

• Security
• Affi rmation
• Affi liation

• Affi nity
• High expectations
• Support

• Opportunity
• Power
• Purpose

13
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We’ll take a brief look at the meaning of each of these interrelated 
elements, then examine why each may be of particular importance in 
the middle grades. Finally, we’ll look at ways in which each element 
might make a difference for students with high ability or high potential. 
The elements themselves don’t change between grade levels, but ways 
teachers think about them, structure them and apply them will be 
somewhat different in middle school than in kindergarten. Similarly, the 
elements don’t change whether a student struggles in school, is a highly 
able learner, or both—but how the teacher thinks about the elements, 
structures them and applies them may change in response to a student’s 
particular experiences and needs.

Elements in Successful Classroom Environments

Security. The need for safety and security is one of the most 
fundamental human needs. By virtue of age, young people live in a world 
that is “too big” for their experiences. They don’t have the capacity to 
control much that goes on around them; therefore, they need the places 
in which they spend the majority of their time to have a sense of safety 
and order. They need both physical and psychological safety. They need 
predictable routines and rules that help them function successfully and 
that protect them from the whims of others. Young learners need to know 
that classroom structures will protect and guide them. Without that 
assurance, students will avert much of the mental energy they should use 
for learning to self-protection. 

Affi rmation. As human beings, we also need to know we are acceptable 
to and accepted by those with whom we share signifi cant time and 
space. This, too, is a kind of psychological safety. We want to know that 
important people in our lives fi nd us worthy of their time, attention and 
trust. Certainly, all human beings do things that should not be affi rmed, 
but there’s a difference in who we are and what we do. Each student 
needs to know that their teachers believe that he or she is one of the most 
important persons to enter the classroom each day. No student learns 
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well who feels invisible, inconvenient, odd or out of step. Not only must 
teachers signal that they value each student in the classroom, but they 
must also systematically signal the need for students to regard one another 
in that way as well.

No student learns well who feels invisible, 
inconvenient, odd or out of step.   

Affi liation. Beyond feeling safe and valued in the classroom, students 
need to feel like they belong—like they are part of the group, part of 
the team. Each student comes to see his or her role in the class and to 
understand that the class would be diminished without the role that each 
student plays in shaping the group. At that point, the student starts to see 
himself or herself as part of something larger than self.

Affi nity. Affi liation expands to affi nity when students begin to see 
that other people in the group like or care about the same things they 
like and care about. In positive classroom environments, that plays out 
on two levels. First, there is opportunity for the student to connect with 
people who share common interests, concerns, experiences and dreams. 
That not only affi rms his or her ideas as valuable, but it provides a 
source for extending or amplifying those ideas as well. Second, the class 
as a whole—including the teacher—is enriched by learning from the 
perspectives of others. Through such perspective sharing, the members 
of the community not only expand their horizons, but also continue to 
develop respect for the unique worth of each community member.

High expectations. Affi rmation and affi nity build self-esteem, and 
without it, we are weakened as learners and people. However, to become 
what we might become, we have to move from self-esteem to self-effi cacy. 
Self-esteem stems from the belief that we are worthwhile in the eyes 
of others. Self-effi cacy means we know we can do important things. It 
begins when signifi cant people in our lives set goals with and for us 
that we believe to be beyond our reach. The role of high expectations in 
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