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2. Stay informed. Keeping in 
touch with teachers can encourage 
your middle grader to do well in 
class. At back-to-school night, 
find out how you can check on 
your child’s assignments and 
grades (homework hotline, 
online grade reporting). Ask for 
the best way to contact each 
teacher (e-mail, phone).

3. Limit technology. Home-
work will be easier if your child 
isn’t tempted by the TV, the 

Internet, or video games. Decide 
how much screen time he’s allowed so it won’t interfere with 
learning. Example: one hour on school nights and two hours 
a day on weekends.

Moving toward  
independence 

Part of growing up is becoming more 
independent. Here are ways you can 
teach your child to rely on herself as she 
gets older: 

l Invite her to think of areas where she 
can take on a bigger role. If she enjoys 
cooking, put her in charge of dinner 
once a week. Suggest that she look at 
cookbooks or recipe Web sites, and then 
let her plan and prepare the meal.

l Support your 
middle schooler as 
she takes on new 
responsibilities. 
For example, if 
she’s upset about a 
grade, encourage her to handle the  
situation on her own. She could list the 
reasons she thinks she deserves a higher 
grade and then meet with her teacher. 
Remember to ask her how things went.

l Provide backup when necessary. For 
more serious matters, your child may need 
you to step in. Suppose she’s worried that 
her best friend is using drugs. You might 
help her talk to her friend, her friend’s 
mother, or a school counselor.

Support learning
Wanted: Middle schoolers who enjoy 

school, work hard in class, and complete 
homework. 

How can you encourage your child to  
be such a student? Show you’re interested 
in his education! Here are three ways. 

1. Build enthusiasm. Make school a 
topic you discuss regularly. Ask, “What 
are you learning in geography?” Or say, 
“I noticed a play on the school calendar. 
What’s it about?” Then, follow up by 
watching a movie about a country he’s 
studying or attending the play together. 

I was in line with my son at the store 
the other day when his cell phone rang. 
He proceeded to carry on a conversation 
while the cashier rang up his purchase. 

After we left, I told 
James it was rude to 
talk on his phone 
while he was being 
waited on. When he 
answered, “Everyone 
does it,” I knew it 
was a good time to 
discuss cell phone 
manners. I said peo-
ple tend to talk loudly 
on their phones, 

disturbing others and turning private 
conversations into public ones. 

James said he hadn’t thought about  
it that way. He agreed to put his phone 

on “vibrate” when we’re out so he 
can check his calls and return 

them later. My son can’t 
imagine what it was like 
growing up without cell 
phones. But I’m trying 
to make him under-
stand that just because 
we have cell phones, 
we don’t have to use 

them all the time!

Parent to Parent  

 I’ve read that critical thinking is an important skill 
for children. What is it, and how can I help my 
daughter learn to think critically? 

 Kids who think critically can analyze and  
evaluate information. They also learn to think for 
themselves, which can help them resist peer pressure.

You can give your child practice by asking her open-ended questions that con-
tain words like explain, compare, imagine, if, and summarize. Examples: “Can you 
explain why the Civil War started?” “How would you compare the features and 
costs of these two bikes?”

Asking your middle grader questions can also teach her to form her own opin-
ions and decide whether information is fair, accurate, and logical. For instance, if 
she mentions an article she saw in a tabloid magazine or read online, ask her, 
“How can you find out if it’s true?” (Check other newspaper or online sources.)

Mobile manners 

Thinking it through 
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