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ELEMENTARY SCHOOL (GRADES 4 AND 5: NINE
AND TEN YEARS)

Physical Characteristics: Elementary Grades

1. Both boys and girls become leaner and stronger. In general, there is a decrease in the
growth of fatty tissue and an increase in bone and muscle development. In a year’s
time, the average child of this age will grow about 2 to 3 inches and gain about 5 to
7 pounds. As a result, the typical child will tend to have a lean and gangly look.
Although the average nine-year-old boy is slightly taller and heavier than the aver-
age nine-year-old girl, this difference all but disappears a year later, And from age
eleven until about fourteen and a half, girls are slightly heavier and taller than boys.
Because secondary sex characteristics have not yet appeared, boys and girls can be
mistaken for one another. This is particularly likely to happen when girls have
close-cropped hair, boys have very long hair, and both genders wear gender-neutral
clothing (Berk, 2006; Bukatko & Daehler, 2004; Hetherington & Parke, 1993).
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Obesity can become a problem for some children of this age group. Because nine- and
ten-year-olds have more control over their eating habits than younger children
do, there is a greater tendency for them to overeat, particularly junk food. When
this eating pattern is coupled with a relatively low level of physical activity
(mainly because of television watching, computer use, and playing video games)
and a genetic predisposition toward obesity, children become mildly to severely
overweight. In the last half of the 1970s, 6.5 percent of children from six to
eleven years of age were judged to be overweight. By 2002, the percentage had
more than doubled to 15.8 percent. Not only do overweight children put them-
selves at risk for cardiovascular problems and Type I diabetes later in life, but
they also become targets for ridicule and ostracism in the present from peers
(Eberstadt, 2003; Kelly & Moag-Stahlberg, 2002; National Center for Health
Statistics, 2005; Sweeting & West, 2001).

Although small in magnitude, gender differences in motor skill performance are appar-
ent. Boys tend to outperform girls on tasks that involve kicking, throwing, catch-
ing, running, broad jumping, and batting. Girls surpass boys on tasks that require
muscular flexibility, balance, and rhythmic movements. These differences may be
due in part to gender-role stereotyping. That is, because of socialization differ-
ences, girls are more likely to play hopscotch and jump rope, whereas boys are
more likely to play baseball and basketball.

One benefit of attaining mastery over large and small muscles is a relatively

orderly classroom. Fourth and fifth graders can sit quietly for extended periods
and concentrate on whatever intellectual task is at hand (Berk, 2006; Hethering-
ton & Parke, 1993). Another benefit is that children enjoy arts and crafts and
musical activities.
This is a period of relative calm and predictability in physical development. Growth
in height and weight tends to be consistent and moderate, hormonal imbalances
are absent, disease occurs less frequently than at any other period, and bodily
coordination is relatively stable (Berk, 2006; Hetherington & Parke, 1993).

Social Characteristics: Elementary Grades

1.

The peer group becomes powerful and begins to replace adults as the major source of
behavior standards and recognition of achievement. During the early school years,
parents and teachers set standards of conduct, and most children try to live up to
them. But by grades 4 and 5, children are more interested in getting along with
one another without adult supervision. Consequently, children come to realize
that the rules for behavior within the peer group are not quite the same as the
rules for behavior within the family or the classroom. Because children of this age
are increasingly concerned with being accepted by their peer group and do not
have enough self-assurance to oppose group norms, there is a noticeable increase,
by both boys and girls, in gossip about others (Ross & Spielmacher, 2005).
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self-image is present; children can make an accurate self-description, construct a
global evaluation of themselves, and specify their positive and negative attributes
in specific domains.

"There are several important facts to keep in mind about the formulation of a
child’s self-image. First, in the elementary grades it is more generalized or inte-
grated than is the case for primary grade children because it is based on infor-
mation gained over time, tasks, and settings. A child may think of herself as
socially adept not just because she is popular at school but because she has
always been well liked and gets along well with adults, as well as peers, in a vari-
ety of situations. It is this generalized quality that helps make self-portraits rel-
atively stable.

Second, comparison with others is the fundamental basis of a self-image dur-
ing the elementary grades. This orientation is due in part to the fact that children
are not as egocentric as they were a few years earlier and are developing the capa-
bility to think in terms of multiple categories. It is also due to the fact that com-
petition and individualism are highly prized values in many Western cultures.
Consequently, children will naturally compare themselves with one another
(“I'm taller than my friend”) as well as with broad-based norms (“I'm tall for my
age”) in an effort to determine who they are. This social comparison
process can have detrimental effects on a student’s academic self-
image when most of his classmates are more able learners (Marsh &

DﬂUSE i reflect * Craven, 2002)

Third, in the elementary grades the self is described for the first
time in termns of emotions (pride, shame, worry, anger, happiness)
and how well they can be controlled. Fourth, a child’s sense of self
is influenced by the information and attitudes that are communi-
cated by such significant others as parents, teachers, and friends and
by how competent the child feels in areas in which success is
important. The implications of this fact will be discussed in many
of the remaining chapters of the text.

Because major developmental changes usually do not occur dur-

ing the elementary grades, a child’s self-image will remain fairly sta-
ble for a few years if there are no major changes in the child’s home
or social environment. But as vou will see fater in this chapter, the
developmental changes that typically occur during the middle school and high
school grades often produce dramatic changes in the sense of self (Alasker &
Olweus, 2002).
Disruptive family relationships, social rejection, and school failure may lead o delin-
quent behavior. Gerald Patterson, Barbara DeBaryshe, and Elizabeth Ramsey
(1989) marshal a wide array of evidence to support their belief that delinquent
behavior is the result of a causal chain of events that originates with dysfunc-
tional parent-child relationships. In their view, poor parent-child relationships
lead to behavior problems, which lead to peer rejection and academic failure,
which lead to identification with a deviant peer group, which results in delin-
quent behavior. Parents of such children administer harsh and inconsistent pun-
ishment, provide little positive reinforcement, and do little monitoring and
supervising of each child's activities.

Because these children have not learned to follow adult rules and regulations
but have learned how to satisfy their needs through coercive behavior, they are
rejected by their peers, are easily distracted when doing schoolwork, show little
interest in the subjects they study, and do not master many of the basic aca-
demic skills necessary for subsequent achievement. Attempts at short-circuiting
this chain of events stand a greater chance of success if they begin early and are
multifaceted. In addition to counseling and parent training, mastery of basic
academic skills is important.
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Cognitive Characieristios: Flementary Grades

§ Elementary grade students L. The elementary grade child can think logically, although such thinking is con-

{ reason logicaily but concretely strained and inconsistent. In terms of Piaget's stages, upper elementary grade

: children are concrete operational stage thinkers. Most will have attained
enough mastery of logical schemes that they can understand and solve tasks
that involve such processes as class inclusion (understanding the superordinate-
subordinate relationships that make up hierarchies), seriation, conservation,
and symbolic representation (reading maps, for example), provided that the
content of the task refers to real, tangible ideas that the child has either expe-
rienced or can imagine. But general and abstract ideas often escape the elemen-
tary age child. For example, sarcasm, metaphor, and allegory are usually lost on
concrete stage thinkers.

2. On tasks that call for simple memory shills, elementary grade children often perform
about as well as adolescents or adults. But on tasks that require more complex mem-
ory skills, their performance is more limited. When tasks call for recognizing previ-
ously learned information, such as vocabulary words or facts about a person or
event, or for rehearsing several items for immediate use, elementary grade chil-
dren can perform about as well as older students. Relatively simple memory
processes, such as recognition or rote repetition, approach their maximum leveis
by this point in cognitive development. But the same is not true for tasks that
require such advanced memory processes as elaboration and organization. When
asked to sort a set of pictures into categories, for example, elementary grade chil-
dren create fewer and more idiosyncratic categories (which are generally less

Although elementary grade
children understand the logical
basis for tasks such as
classification, seriation, and
conservation, they can solve
such tasks only if they are based
on concrete objects and ideas,




Middle school (Grades 6, 7, and 8; Eleven, Twelve, and Thirteen Years)

effective for later recall of the items in the category) than do older children or
adults (Kail, 2007). Also bear in mind that elementary grade children need con-
stant practice on a variety of tasks before they use such memory processes con~
sistently and efficiently {Schneider, 2002}

MIDDLE SCHOOL (GRADES 6, 7, AND 8;
ELEVEN, TWELVE, AND THIRTEEN YEARS)

In this section, we use the term adolescent for the first time. Although it may strike
you as odd to think of eleven- and twelve-year-olds as adolescents, developmental
psychologists typically apply this term to individuals as young as ten years of age.
The reason they do is that the onset of puberty is taken as the primary characteris-
tic that defines the passage from middle childhood to adolescence (Balk, 1995,
Steinberg, 2003). Although a variety of terms are used to denote the initial period of
change that marks the adolescent years {ages ten to fourteen), we use two of the
more popular: early adolescent and emerging adolescent.

Physical Characteristics: Middle School

Girls' growth spurt occurs earlier, 1. Physical growth tends to be both rapid and uneven. During the middle school years,
and s they fook clder than boys the average child will grow 2 to 4 inches per year and gain 8 to 10 pounds per
of same age year. But some parts of the body, particularly the hands and feet, grow faster than
others. Consequently, middle school children tend to look gangly and clumsy.
Because girls mature more rapidly than boys, their growth spurt begins at about
age ten and a half, reaches a peak at about age twelve, and is generally complete
by age fourteen. The growth spurt for boys begins on average at about age twelve
and a half, peaks at about age fourteen, and is generally complete by age sixteen.
The result of this timing difference in the growth spurt is that many middle
school girls look considerably older than boys of the same age. After the growth
spurt, however, the muscles in the average boy’s body are larger, as are the heart
and lungs (Steinberg, 2005).

After reviewing research on early and later maturation, Laurence Steinberg
(2005) concludes that differences in physical maturation are likely to produce
¢ Early-mataring boys fikely to specific differences in Jater behavior (sec Table 3.5). Because of their more adult-
! draw favorable responses like appearance, early-maturing boys are likely to be more popular with peers,
have more positive self-concepts, and have more friends among older peers. But

TR TN,

JOURNAL ENTRY
Helping Students Adjust to the
Growth Spurt

I Table 3.4




