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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, 2005). 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
moare popular: early adolescent and emerging adolescent.

JOURNAL ENTRY
Helping Students Adjust to the
Growth Spurt

Early-maturing boys likely to
. draw favorable responses

Physical Characteristics: Middle Schoeol

1. Physical growth tends to be both rapid and uneven. During the middle school years,

the average child will grow 2 to 4 inches per year and gain 8 to 10 pounds per
year. But some parts of the body, particularly the hands and feet, grow faster than
others. Consequently, middle schoal 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
schoo! 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
specific differences in later behavior (see Table 3.5). Because of their more adult-
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
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Heiping Early and Late Maturers
Cope

§ Average age of puberty: girls,
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CHarTER 3 Age-Level Characteristics

friendships with older adolescents put early-maturing boys at greater risk for
delinquency, drug and alcohol abuse, truancy, and increased sexual activity. As
adults, early maturers were more likely to be responsible, cooperative, self-
controlled, conforming, and conventional, Late-maturing boys, by contrast, are
likely to have relatively lower self-esteem and stronger feelings of inadequacy.
But later in adolescence, they show higher levels of intellectual curiosity,
exploratory behavior, and social initiative, As adults, late-maturing boys are more
impulsive, assertive, insightful, and inventive.

Because early-maturing girls are taller and heavier than their peers and don't
have a thin and “leggy” fashion model look, they are likely to have lower self-
esteern and are more likely to suffer from depression, anxiety, eating disorders,
and panic attacks. They are more likely to be popular with boys, particularly older
boys, and experience more pressure to date and become sexually active than their
more normally developing peers. Late-maturing girls, whose growth spurt is less
abrupt and whose size and appearance more closely reflect the feminine stereo-
type mentioned, share many of the characteristics (positive self-concept, popu-
larity) of the early-maturing boy. Late-maturing girls are more likely to be seen
by peers as attractive, sociable, and expressive,

If late-maturing boys in your classes appear driven to seek attention or inclined to
brood about their immaturity, you might try to give them extra opportunities to
gain status and self-confidence by succeeding in schoolwork or other nonathletic
activities. If you notice that early-maturing girls seem insecure, you might try to bol-
ster their self-esteem by giving them extra attention and by recognizing their
achievements,

. Pubertal development is evident in practically all girls and in many boys. From ages

eleven through thirteen, most girls develop sparse pubic and underarm hair and
exhibit breast enlargement. In boys, the testes and scrotum begin to grow, and
lightly pigmented pubic hair appears (McDevitt & Ormrod, 2004).

- Concern and curiosity about sex are almost universal, especially among girls. The

average age of puberty for girls in the United States is eleven years (Steinberg,
2005); the range is from eight to eighteen years. For boys, the average age of
puberty is fourteen years; the range is from ten to eighteen years. Because sexual
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maturation involves drastic biological and psychological adjustments, children
are concerned and curious. It seems obvious that accurate, unemotional answers
to questions about sex are desirable. However, for your own protection, you
should find out about the sex education policy at your school. Many schoot dis-
tricts have formal programs approved by community representatives and led by
designated educators. Informal spur-of-the-moment class discussions may create
more problems than they solve.

Social Characteristics: Middle School

1. The development of interpersonal reasoning leads to greater understanding of the feel-
ings of others. Robert L. Selman (1980) has studied the development of interper-
sonal reasoning in children. Interpersonal reasoning is the ability to understand
the relationship between motives and behavier among a group of people. The
results of Selman’s research are summarized in Table 3.6. The stages outlined
there reveal that during the elementary school years, children gradually grasp the
fact that a person’s overt actions or words do not always reflect inner feelings.
They also come to comprehend that a person’s reaction to a distressing situation
can have many facets. Toward the end of the elementary school years and increas-
ingly during adolescence, children become capable of taking a somewhat detached
and analytical view of their own behavior, as well as the behavior of others. By
mid-adolescence, they can, for example, understand that offering unsolicited aca-
demic help to a classmate may embarrass that individual (Hoffman, 2000}.

- Selman believes that teachers and therapists might be able to aid children
JOURNAL ENTRY . . . . .
Ways to Promote Social who are not as advanced in role-taking skills as their age-mates by helping them
Sensitivity become more sensitive to the feelings of others. If an eight-year-old boy is still
functioning at the egocentric Jevel, for example, he may fail to interpret the
behavior of classmates properly and become a social isolate. Selman describes
how one such boy was encouraged to think continually about the reasons
behind his social actions and those of others and acquired sufficient social sen-
sitivity to learn to get along with others.
Discussion techniques Selman recommends can be introduced in a natural,
rather than a formal, way. If you see a boy react with physical or verbal abuse
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when jostled by a playmate, for example, you might say, “You know, peaple don’t
always intentionally bump into others. Unless you are absolutely sure that some-
one has hurt you on purpose, it can be a lot pleasanter for ali concerned if you
don’t make a big deal out of it.”

§ Discussion of controversiat 2. The desire to conform reaches a peak during the middle school years. Early adoles-
g issues may be difficult because cents find it reassuring to dress and behave like others, and they are likely to alter
:é of strong desire o cenform to their own opinions to coincide with those of a group. When you encourage stu-
i peernorms dent participation in class discussions, you may need to be alert to the tendency

for students at these grade levels to be reluctant to voice minority opinions. If you
want them to think about controversial issues, it may be preferable to invite them
to write their opinions anonymously rather than voice them in front of the rest
of the class.

Because early adolescents are often so concerned with receiving
social approval from their peers, they may adapt their explanations
of school performance to suit this purpose. This tendency was
demonstrated by Jaana Juvonen (2000) in a study of fourth, sixth,
and eighth graders. These students were asked to imagine that they
had received a low score on an important exam and then to indicate
how they would explain their performance to teachers and peers.
The results may surprise you. The fourth and sixth graders were
willing to explain their poor performance to both teachers and peers
as being due to low ability rather than to low effort, whereas the
cighth graders were much more likely to offer that explanation to
their peers than to their teacher. This seems counterintuitive. Why would adoles-
cents want to portray themselves to their peers as being dumb {to put it crudely)?
The answer is that ability is seen by many adolescents as something beyond their
control (see our account of Carol Dweck’s work along this line in Chapter 12,
“Motivation”). They therefore conclude that ascribing poor performance to low
ability rather than to low effort will result in expressions of sympathy rather than
contempt (“It wasn’t Matthew’s fault that he got a low grade on the last math
exam; he just doesn't have a head for numbers”).

Emotional Characteristics: Middie School

1. The view of early adolescence as a period of "storm and stress” appears to be an exag-
geration. Starting with G. Stanley Hall, who wrote a pioneering two-volume text
on adolescence in 1904, some theorists have described adolescence as a period of
turmoil. Feelings of confusion, anxiety, and depression; extreme mood swings;
and low levels of self-confidence are felt to be typical of this age group. Some of
the reasons cited for this turbulence are rapid changes in height, weight, and
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Because of the importance of
peer group values, middle school
students often dress and behave

similarky.
body proportions; increases in hormone production; the task of identity forma-
tion; increased academic responsibilities; and the development of formal opera-
tional reasoning (Jackson & Bosma, 1990; Peterson, 1988; Susman, 1991).

¢ Teanagers experienca different Since the 1970s, however, a number of psychologists have questioned whether

’; degrees of emational turmoil turmoil is universal during the emerging adolescent (and later) years (for exam-

ple, see Jackson & Bosma, 1990; Peterson, 1988; Steinberg & Morris, 2001). Cur-
rent evidence suggests that although many adolescents have social and emotional
problems from time to time and experiment with risky behavior, most do not
develop significant social, emotional, or behavioral difficulties. For example,
although most adolescents will have been drunk at least once before high school
graduation, relatively few will develop drinking problems or allow alcohol to
adversely affect their academic or social lives. Those adolescents who do exhibit
a consistent pattern of delinquency, substance abuse, and depression are likely ta
have exhibited these behaviors as children. In other words, problems displayed
during adolescence are not necessarily problems of adolescence (Steinberg &
Morris, 2001).

Some gender differences in psychological adjustment have been documented.
Boys who exhibit problems during adolescence are more likely to have had simi-
lar problems in childhood, whereas girls are more likely to exhibit problems ini-
tially in adolescence. Achievement situations are more likely to produce anxiety
responses in boys, whereas girls are more likely to become anxious in interpersonal
situations. Finally, girls are more likely than boys to exhibit signs of depression.

2. As a result of the continued influence of egocentric thought, middle school students are
typically self-conscious and self-centered. Because emerging adolescents are acutely
aware of the physical and emotional changes that are taking place within them,
they assume that everyone else is just as interested in, and is constantly evaluat-
ing, their appearance, feelings, and behavior. Consequently, they are deeply con-
cerned about such matters as what type of clothing to wear for special occasions,
with whom they should and should not be seen in public (they should never be
seen with their parents at the mall, for example), and how. they greet and talk
with various people.

Another manifestation of adolescent egocentrism is the assumption that adults
do not, indeed cannot, understand the thoughts and feelings of early adolescence.
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1t's as if the early adolescent believes she is experiencing things no one else has
ever experienced before. Hence, a teen or pretecn will likely say to a parent, “You
just don’t know what it feels like to be in love” (Wiles, Bondi, & Wiles, 2006}.

Cognitive Characteristics: Middie School

1. Because of the psychological demands of early adolescence, middle school students
need a classroom environment that is open, SUpporiive, and intellectually stimulating.
Farly adolescence is an unsettling time for students because of changes in their
physical development, social roles, cognitive development, and sexuality.
Another source of stress is coping with the transition from the elementary grades
to a middle school (which often begins in sixth grade) or junior high (which typ-
ically begins in seventh grade). Partly because of these personal and environmen-
tal stresses, the self-concept, academic motivation, and achievement levels of
adolescents decline, sometimes drastically. Are schools at all to blame for these
problems? Perhaps they are. Several researchers {e.g, Clements & Seidman,
2002; Midgley, 2001; Roeser & Lau, 2002; Wigfield & Eccles, 2002a) provide per~
suasive evidence that these negative changes are due in part, perhaps in large
part, to the fact that the typical school environment does not meet the needs of ;
developing adolescents.

Their argument is based on an analysis of the psychological needs of early ado-
lescence and the kinds of changes that take place in classroom organization,
instruction, and climate as one moves from the Jast of the elementary grades to
the first of the middle school or junior high grades. Although the typical middle
school classroom is much improved in meeting students’ needs for a sense of
community, acceptance, and belonging (our Case in Print for this chapter
describes how several schools accomplish this goal), the environment continues
to be largely incompatible with students’ intellectual needs (Gentry, Gable, &
Rizza, 2002; Midgley, 2001; Midgley, Middleton, Gheen, & Kumar, 2002;
Wigfield & Eccles, 2002a). Common problems include these:

¢ Environment of middle schools e Instead of providing students with opportunities to make decisions about such
¢ does not meet needs of things as classroom rules, seating arrangements, homework assignments, and
adolescents, leading to lower time spent on various tasks, teachers impose most of the requirements and
levels of laarming limit the choices students can make. In one study, most middle school students

Farly adolescents are faced

with several developmental
challenges. Consequently,
middle school teachers should
make a special effort to establish
a supportive classroom
atmosphere in which students
can meet their social, emotional,
and cognitive needs.
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{grades 6 through 8) characterized
their classroom activities as less
interesting and enjoyable and as
providing fewer opportunities for
choice than did students in grades 3
through 5 {Gentry et al., 2002).
Competition and social comparisons
among students are increased as a
result of such practices as whole-
class instruction, ability grouping,
normative grading (also called grad-
ing on the curve, a practice we dis-
cuss in Chapter 14, “Assessment of
Classroom Learning”), and public
evaluations of one’s work. Small-
group instruction is infrequent, and
individualized instruction almost
never QCCurs.

Many classtoom tasks in middle
schaol or junior high involve low-level
seatwork, verbatim recall of informa-
tion, and little opportunity for discus-
sion or group work. In one study of
eleven junior high school science

classes, the most frequent activity was copying information from the board or
textbook onto worksheets. This emphasis on rote learning and recall has
unfortunately been intensified in recent years by the growth of statewide
learning standards, standardized testing, and accountability. We say “unfortu-
nately” because this type of testing and approach to accountability discour-
ages teachers from using instructional methods that foster meaningful

learning.

o Students perceive their relationships with their teachers as being less friendly,
supportive, and caring than those in earlier grades.

When middle schools fail to provide students with an intellectually challeng-
ing yet emotionally safe classroom environment, one negative consequence is an
effect on motivation. Theorists like Carol Dweck describe achievement goals as
being either mastery or performance in nature. Students who subscribe to a mastery
goal are primarily interested in understanding ideas and their interrelationships,
acquiring new skills, and refining them over time, Students who subscribe to a per-
formance goal are primarily interested in demonstrating their ability to finish first
(however that is defined) and avoiding situations in which a relative lack of abil-
ity would be apparent. Mastery goals have been associated with positive feelings
about one’s ability, potential, the subject matter, and school and with the use of
effective learning strategies (which we describe in Chapter 9, “Social Cognitive

Theory™).

"The most recent evidence suggests that as students move from the elementary
grades to the middie grades, there is a shift in their values and practices that leads
to more of an emphasis on performance goals. Some researchers blame this
change on teaching practices. For example, middle grade teachers are more
inclined to post papers and exams with the highest scores, to grade on a curve,
to accord special privileges to high achievers, and to remind students of the
importance of getting high grades and producing mistake-free papers. Such an
environment tells students that meaningful learning is not necessarily expected
and that support of learning will not be provided (Midgley, 2001). Students
then are motivated to focus on their scores and grades rather than on what they

can learn.
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2. Self-efficacy becomes an important influence on intellectual and social behavior. As

we mentioned in point 1 under “Social Characteristics,” middle school children
become capable of analyzing both their own views of an interpersonal interaction
and those of the other person. This newfound analytic ability is also turned
inward, resulting in evaluations of one’s intellectual and social capabilities, Albert
Bandura (1986), a learning theorist whom we will discuss later in the book,
coined the term self-efficacy to refer to how capable people believe they are at
dealing with one type of task or another. Thus a student may have a very strong
sense of self-efficacy for math (“I know I can solve most any algebraic equation”),
a moderate degree of self-efficacy for certain athletic activities (“T think I play
baseball and basketball about as well as most other kids my age”), and a low sense
of self-efficacy for interpersonal relationships (“I'm just not good at making
friends”).

These self-evaluative beliefs influence what activities students choose and for
how long they will persist at a given task, particularly when progress becomes
difficult. Students with 2 moderate to strong sense of self-efficacy will persist at
a task long enough to obtain the success or corrective feedback that leads to
expectations of future success. Students with a low sense of self-efficacy, how-
ever, tend to abandon tasks at the first sign of difficulty, thereby establishing a
pattern of failure, low expectations of future success, and task avoidance. Because
self-efficacy beliefs grow out of personal performance, observation of other
people doing the same thing, and verbal persuasion, you can help students
develop strong feelings of self-efficacy by following the suggestions we will make
in later chapters about modeling and imitation, learning strategies, and effective
forms of instruction.

HIGH SCHOOL (GRADES 9, 10, 11, AND 12;
FOURTEEN, FIFTEEN, SIXTEEN,
AND SEVENTEEN YEARS)

Physical Characteristics: High School
Y. Most students reach physical maturity, and virtually all artain puberty. Although

almost all gisls reach their ultimate height, some boys may continue to grow
even after graduation from high school. Tremendous variation exists in height
and weight and in rate of maturation. Approximately 13 percent of students are
considered to be overweight (Centers for Disease Control, 2006). As noted car-
lier, late-maturing boys scem to have considerable difficulty adjusting to their




