
College is years away, but that 
doesn’t mean your child 

shouldn’t start thinking about it and 
making plans for it now. Studies 
show that college graduates are more 
likely than non-graduates to:
•	 Live healthier, longer lives.
•	 Stay employed.
•	 Enjoy their jobs.
•	 Change jobs more easily.
•	 Earn significantly higher salaries.
To help your child begin focusing on 
his college future:
•	 Talk about his interests. What 

does your child like to do? What 
are his passions? Whether it’s 
graphic design or physical fitness, 
there’s surely a college program 
geared toward it. He won’t be 
enrolling anytime soon, but it’s 
okay to “plant the seed” and get 
him thinking about how he can 

continue doing what he loves at 
the university level someday.

•	 Encourage him to set goals. How 
does your child see himself in 10 
years? As a college graduate? A 
successful employee? A business 
owner? Ask him what he envisions 
and how he plans to get there. 
Specifically, talk about what he 
can do now (such as studying 
harder or taking tougher classes) 
to help him reach his goals later.

•	 Widen his horizons. There are too 
many careers out there to count, 
and odds are your child hasn’t 
heard of many of them. So go 
online and research various pro-
fessions. Get him excited about the 
different options available to him!

Source: Getting Ready for College & Careers: A Handbook for 
Grades 6 through 8, Washington State GEAR UP Program, 
www.gearup.wa.gov/files/MS_Checklists_678.pdf. 

Plan for college by setting 
goals and exploring options
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Winter break 
activities keep 
learning alive!

Winter break should 
be just that—a break 
from the normal rou-
tine. But your child 
can keep learning, 

perhaps just not as formally as she 
did at school.
	 Here are some ways to continue 
learning over winter break:
•	 Write. Your child may receive 

gifts during this break. It is 
often said that writing a thank-
you note is a lost art. Why not 
have your child revive it? She  
should write a short note to 
anyone who sends her a gift 
or extends her a kindness. She 
should also write a letter of 
cheer to friends or family she 
won’t see during the break.

•	 Read. Your child should con-
tinue reading something every 
day. If she has a book she is 
enjoying, great. Otherwise, a 
magazine or newspaper article 
of interest works, too. Online, 
she can check for blogs about 
things she is interested in. For 
her safety, make sure you know 
what she is reading online.

•	 Do math. Ask your child to help 
you add up the day’s expen-
ditures or stick to your budget 
while shopping.

REINFORCING
LEARNING
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December is exciting for 
many families. You may 
be celebrating a holiday. 
Even if you are not, your 
child will have winter 

break from school. You may be  
planning something different 
because of this time off. You may 
even be traveling.
	 Just remember—school is not out 
yet! Attendance in December and 
again in January is just as important 
as it is at other times of the year. 
	 Keep in mind that:
•	 Many teachers assign projects 

that are due before the winter 
break. 

•	 Middle school students often 
have tests in every subject the 
week before they go on break. 

•	 Your child will have to make up 
any missed work. Making up 
December work in January could 
be very difficult on your child.

Strive to:
•	 Have your child in school every 

day until break. Shopping is not 
an excuse for missing school.

•	 Limit evening activities during 
the school week. Your child still 
needs to study.

•	 Postpone travel plans until the 
break actually begins.

still make the di�erence!
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Place a high priority on school 
attendance at this time of year

Is your child 
prepared to stay 
home alone?

Break your middle schooler’s bad 
habit with rules & consequences

December means winter 
break, which can pose 
a problem for working 
parents. Is your child 
prepared to keep herself 

safe on occasions when you might 
be at work? Answer yes or no to the 
questions below to find out: 
___1. Have you established rules 
about answering the door and the 
telephone when you aren’t home?
___2. Have you told your child not 
to let callers know you are not there? 
Your child can say: “My mom needs 
to call you back later.”  
___3.  Have you given your child 
several ways to reach you?
___4. Have you given your child 
the names and numbers of several 
responsible adults to call if she can’t 
reach you? 
___5.  Have you established rules for 
using appliances and other poten-
tially dangerous items when you are 
not there?

How well are you doing? 
Mostly yes answers mean you are pre-
paring your child to stay home alone. 
For no answers, try those ideas.

ATTENDANCE
MATTERS

PARENT
QUIZ

Your child slams his door 
shut each time he goes to 
his bedroom, and you’ve 
had about all you can 
take. Should you take the 

door off its hinges and be done with 
it? Maybe, but not right away.
	 Start by inviting your child to help 
you address the problem—and to 
come up with a solution. Here’s how:
•	 Explain the situation. “I’ve asked 

you over and over not to slam 
your bedroom door, but you keep 
doing it. We need to figure out 
how to solve this problem.”

•	 Acknowledge that it’s not inten-
tional. “I understand that you’re 
not always slamming your door on 
purpose. But you need to stop.”

•	 Develop a game plan. Help your 
child modify his behavior by  
giving him a few steps to follow. 
“Each time you go into your room, 
stop, turn around and close your 
door.” By thinking about what 

he’s doing as he’s doing it, he  
may be able to break the door-
slamming habit.

•	 Outline the consequences. Be 
sure he understands what’s at 
stake. “I’ll give you one week to 
stop slamming your door. The first 
time it slams after that, you’ll lose 
the privilege of keeping it closed.”

•	 Follow through. If your child 
continues slamming the door  
after one week, either prop it open 
or remove it altogether. Tell him  
he’ll earn back his privacy when 
he comes up with—and agrees  
to follow through on—another 
no-slamming plan.

DISCIPLINE

“Adolescence is not about 
letting go. It’s about 
hanging on during a very 
bumpy ride.”

—Ron Taffel

1523-1283
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Much of the advice kids 
get about dealing with 
peer pressure has to do 
with verbal situations. 
Perhaps your child will 

be given a dare—to try alcohol or 
cigarettes. Or he will be told, “C’mon 
we’re all going,” in an attempt to get 
him to skip school. 
	 He may have his answers ready 
for these situations. But silent pres-
sure—in which it is assumed he will 
go along or lose face—can be even 
harder to resist.
	 You can help your child if you:
•	 Encourage friendships with stu-

dents who have similar values. 
Real friends are the best guard 
against silent pressure. If your 
child has at least one supportive 
friend, he will be less likely to be a 
“lemming”—someone who simply 
follows the crowd.

•	 Teach your child “the stare.”  
Dirty looks are a big part of 
unspoken peer pressure. What 
those who try this technique don’t 
expect is to have the person look 
back. Staring back, and making 
eye contact, is a way for your child 
to silently say, “You don’t intimi-
date me.”

•	 Encourage your child to be an 
individual. Anyone can wear or 
say or do the same things as the 
crowd. If your child has his own 
style, great! Praise him: “I love 
your creativity. I love that you’re 
your own person.” Confidence 
in yourself is the best weapon 
against peer pressure.”

Source: National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism, 
“The Peer Pressure ‘Bag of Tricks’ Role Playing Lesson for 
Middle School Students,” The Cool Spot, www.thecoolspot.
gov/Documents/2PeerPressureBagofTricks%20FINAL%20
Edits%2010-31-07MG.pdf.
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Help your middle schooler  
deal with silent peer pressure

If you want your child  
to read for pleasure,  
forcing her to sit down 
with a book isn’t the way 
to go about it. In fact, it’ll 

probably backfire.
	 Instead, find everyday ways to 
stoke her literacy skills. After all, the 
better she can read, the more moti-
vated she may be to do it for fun. To 
boost your child’s literacy skills:
•	 Visit the library. Did she stop 

going to the library once she out-
grew story time? Head back and 
see what she can find.

•	 Respect her preferences. If she 
likes comics and graphic nov-
els, don’t judge her. Praise her. 
Remember: Reading is reading.

•	 Subscribe to magazines and news-
papers. The steady flow of new 
material means she’ll always have 
something fresh to read.

•	 Discuss something you’ve 
recently read. Mention an inter-
esting fact or story to her. It’s a 
subtle way of showing her that 
reading is an important part of 
your life.

•	 Stow reading materials in the car. 
Stash a few crossword puzzles, 
word finds or maps in the glove 
box. Pull them out the next time 
you hear cries of “I’m bored!” 
coming from the back seat.

Source: “Help your teen build literacy skills,” Peel 
District School Board, Ontario, Canada, www.peel.edu. 
on.ca/parents/tips/documents/tip-literacysec.pdf.

Encourage reading with book 
discussions and library visits

READING
ENCOURAGING

PEER
PRESSURE

Q: Every year, I sign our holiday 
cards to all the relatives “from 
the family.” But now that my 
child is in eighth grade, shouldn’t 
she be signing the cards herself?

A: Possibly. An eighth grader 
is certainly old enough to add 
her own greeting to holiday 
cards—not to mention stamp and 
address the envelopes and drop 
everything in the mailbox for you. 
But that doesn’t mean it’s ever 
occurred to your child that she 
“should” be doing these things. 
If you’ve always handled this par-
ticular holiday task on your own, 
it may not be on her radar screen 
at all.
	 So if you think that needs to 
change, then change it! Get your 
child to take on more responsibil-
ity this holiday season. 
	 Here’s how:
•	 Explain what needs to be 

done. Don’t just hand her a 
stack of blank cards and a list 
of addresses. Instead, offer 
some guidance. “Can you 
please write ‘Happy Holidays’ 
on each one and then sign our 
names?” 

•	 Offer encouragement. Her 
handwriting isn’t perfect? The 
stamps are crooked? So what! 
Applaud her effort, anyway.

•	 Be reasonable. Many eighth 
graders still find the season 
magical. So don’t bog your 
child down with a long to-do 
list of holiday tasks. Let her 
be a kid and enjoy herself, too 
(even if she denies being a kid 
at all!). 

—Holly Smith, 
The Parent Institute

Questions & Answers
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It is difficult to be  
intolerant of things you 
know and understand. 
So teach your child to 
respect diversity by 

making sure he learns and under-
stands about different people and 
cultures.
	 To help your child become more 
tolerant and accepting:
•	 Sample new cuisines. There’s a 
great big world out there beyond 
mac n’ cheese, so savor it! Serve 

Thai, Indian or Mediterranean food 
this week.
•	 Explore the arts. Attend an inter-

national show at the community 
theater. Borrow a foreign film 
or CD from the library. Browse 
artwork from other countries  
online.

•	 Be informed. With your middle 
schooler, watch and talk about 
news stories, movies and TV 
shows about different cultural 
groups.
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Giving back to the com-
munity is an important 
concept to teach your 
child all year long. 
However, many people 

really get into the “giving mood” 
during December because of the 
holidays. So this may be a great 
time to help your child and your 
family get into the spirit of doing 
kind deeds. 
	 Here are some ideas:
•	 Remember those who may be 

alone. Is there someone who 
would love to join your family for 
a special event? Have your child 
issue the invitation.

•	 Bake up some cheer. With your 
child, make a few dozen cookies. 
Take them to your local police 
station or firehouse.

•	 Go through your closets. Does 
your child have any outgrown 
clothes? If they are in decent 
condition, someone else can use 
them. Donate to a charity. 

•	 Go through your pantry. Do you 
have any unopened canned or 
boxed foods that your family can 
spare? If so, deliver them, with 
your child, to a local food pantry.

•	 Offer to water plants or take 
care of pets for a neighbor who 
is traveling during the holidays. 
Offering to do this for free for 
someone you care about would 
be a wonderful giving gesture on 
your child’s part. 

Source: National Geographic Kids, “Help Others This 
Holiday Season,” National Geographic, http://kids.
nationalgeographic.com/kids/stories/peopleplaces/
holidays-helping-others.

Encourage your 
child to give to 
your community

Discuss three qualities that  
make a person dependable

Teach tolerance by exploring 
other cultures with your child

Dependability is a key to your 
child’s success in life. In fact, it 

may be the key. It matters little how 
talented or smart someone is if that 
person cannot be counted on. It is 
the person who shows up on time 
and puts forth effort that will be 
considered for advancement.
	 Encourage your child to:
1.	 Do what she says she will do. At 

school, she should turn assign-
ments in on time. If she is part of 
a group, whether academically 
or in an extracurricular activity, 
she should do her part. Others 
may succeed or fail based on 
whether she pulls her weight.

2.	 Make amends. Everyone makes 
mistakes. It’s part of life. But 
your child should also try to cor-
rect them. If she lets someone 
down, she should say: “I’m sorry. 
I won’t let it happen again. How 
can I make it up to you?”

  Copyright © 2011, The Parent Institute®	 www.parent-institute.com

It Matters: Building Character

BUILDING
CHARACTER

COMMUNITY
SERVICE

3.	 Be cheerful. Showing up and 
doing the job is highly impor-
tant. But if your child does it 
while scowling and muttering 
under her breath, she likely 
won’t be asked again. And that’s 
how wonderful opportunities are 
missed.

Source: S. Taylor, “Dependability,” MetroFamily, http://
metrofamily.publishpath.com/dependability1.
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