
Parenting begins to change rapidly and dramatically as our children move into Middle School. Where we used to be able to stand a half-step ahead of them, now we have to stand a half-step behind them. Let me tell you what I mean.

When our children were younger, they let us give them advice and reminders. If we could see a deadline that they did not see, we gave them an “alert,” and even if they grumbled a little about how they knew about it and were just about going to take care of it, all was fine. But now, our11- and 12-year-olds might react differently to us if we continue to parent as we always did. It is almost as if they are insulted by our efforts to help.

Now, there is no doubt that we would do a better job of running their lives than they would be at these ages! But we are not only focusing on the crisis-du-jour. We are preparing them for high school, college and adulthood, and that requires a different approach rather than just solving the problems of the day. For them to develop the skills they will need for years to come, we have to be willing to allow them the opportunity to remember things at the last minute, forget some things completely, and learn from their mistakes. 

The deadlines that seem urgent usually seem different when seen from the perspective of the parent of an older child. That is, a missed assignment in 6th grade, even a lower grade, is more likely to seem smaller to the parent of an 11th or 12th grader. In fact, the parent of the older teenager often looks back on the Middle School years and wishes they had shifted into the “half-step behind” position earlier so their child would have begun to internalize the steps and the skills needed for success. 


Even though we assume the “half-step ahead” position out of our love for our children and our commitment to their academic career, it is rarely the best parenting strategy. Too often, all that happens is that we start off with one problem and end up with two. The first problem is the deadline they aren’t paying attention to, or the assignment they aren’t doing. The second problem might be increased interpersonal distance between us and our child. If we insult them and send them a message that we don’t have confidence in them and we don’t think they can do it without us, they might feel insulted and need to push us back to regain a sense of control. It is almost always better to allow them the dignity of a missed deadline, and be there for them when they feel discouraged or disappointed. That’s the perfect time to remind them that we do have confidence in them, that setbacks are a normal part of adolescence, and that sometimes we learn more from missed assignments than from the ones we do. 
