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Middle School 101: Helping Your 


Chi ld Make a Smooth Transit ion  


 


By Krystyann Krywko. Ed.D. 


 


Middle school has a bad reputation. If you browse the young adult section at 


your local bookstore or library, you will see titles such as Middle School is Worse 


Than Meatloaf: A Year Told Through Stuff by Jennifer L. Holm, Middle School: The 


Worst Years of My Life by James Patterson, and The Diary of a Wimpy Kid by Jeff 


Kenney, among others. These books make it sound like middle school is a 


frightening battlefield that few children have any chance of surviving. 


The reality is that middle school arrives at a time when your child is going 


through rapid physical, social, emotional and cognitive (brain) changes. For 


many children it means they are leaving their cozy elementary school 


environment and heading to a larger middle school that is often comprised of 


two or more elementary schools coming together. Homework and academic 


demands increase. Extracurricular activities also become more serious as 


club/travel teams and school sports begin to fill the picture. Children become 


more self-aware and self-conscious and they just want to fit in. Middle school is 


also a time when parents begin to let go a little bit and allow their child to have 


some more independence. 


Research findings suggest at least a moderate level of concern by most children 


and their parents regarding various issues associated with middle school 


transitions. These concerns ranged from anxiety about how they were going to 


open their lockers to how they would deal with older students (Bailey, Giles, & 


Rogers, 2015). 


Based on this research, Bailey and colleagues (2015) identified three separate 


areas where students needed extra support to help transition successfully to 


middle school: social, academic and organizational.  
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 The Middle School Social Scene 


The middle school social scene can be overwhelming. Many school transition 


programs focus primarily on academic and procedural issues that are associated 


with navigating middle school, but it is often the social piece that increases 


anxiety in most students. 


Some of the biggest concerns come from shifting social groups. As your child 


and his friends change, so do their social groups. Cliques can form easily, and 


the friendships that your child had in elementary school can change due to 


different interests and the needs of each child involved. Your child might find it 


overwhelming at times as he tries to manage old friendships, and also find room 


for new friends. Talk to your child about his changing friendships. Let them 


know it is normal for friends to come and go in their life. Just make sure that 


there are still some other children that he feels a connection with. 


“In reality, our daughter transitioned pretty well,” recalls Janet DesGeorges, 


mother of Sara, who is now 23 years old and wears bilateral hearing aids, “but 


her social life did experience a shift. At first, she was not as confident in her 


ability to self-advocate, and she didn’t really 'put herself out there' socially in 


new situations. It took her some time to feel comfortable in approaching her 


teachers with her needs, as well as meeting new friends.” 


Keeping that in mind, it’s important for young adolescents to sense they belong 


to a group in which they feel valued and useful (Jackson & Davis, 2000). “One 


way to help your child find a group is to encourage them to sign up for at least 


one team or club,” says Dana Selznick, an itinerant teacher of the Deaf and Hard 


of Hearing in New York City. “Most middle schools have a variety of clubs based 


around different interests, and they tend to meet in smaller groups so 


communication is easier.” 


The Noise Factor 


A great deal of middle school socializing takes place in common areas - the 


hallways and the cafeteria become places where plans are made, homework is 


discussed and laughs are shared. This can be difficult for students with hearing 
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loss simply because of the larger space, increased noise and fast-paced 


conversation. 


“Places like the hallway and the cafeteria are some of the most overwhelming 


places for students with hearing loss,” says Suzanne Raschke, teacher consultant 


for Deaf and Hard of Hearing students in Midland County, Michigan. “There are 


typically more students, larger hallways and more commotion, so it can be 


difficult for students to socialize, locate their next class, and pass off an FM 


transmitter without anyone noticing.” 


One way to help your child thrive during these unstructured times is to have 


them connect to a buddy that can help them in the hallway and be able to 


repeat information they missed in the hallway or during lunch. “Sometimes I 


miss what my friends are going to do after lunch,” says Henry, an eighth grade 


student, “so my friend Ben makes sure that I know where they decide to play at 


recess so I can meet them.”  


Becoming a Skilled Navigator 


One way to help your child be successful at dealing with “transition trauma” is 


to work on emotional intelligence. Emotional intelligence can be nurtured, and 


you are most likely already helping your child to develop these skills at home. 


Emotional intelligence includes developing coping strategies, learning how to 


acquire and use information, work with others, and manage personal growth. 


Students with greater emotional intelligence skills are able to cope and adapt 


more easily, resulting in stronger abilities to succeed both academically and 


socially (Richardson, 2002). 


“Our daughter had grown up with a lot of the same kids year to year, and we 


felt like we had a handle on her educational needs,” says DesGeorges, “but she 


describes her entry to middle school as the first time she really faced other 


students who didn't know her, and thought of her as ‘different,’ leading to her 


own need to grow in her self-identity and confidence.”  
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Adjusting to Academic Challenges 


Along with a changing social scene comes an entirely new set of expectations in 


the classroom. Students need to develop relationships and decode what the 


classroom expectations are with numerous teachers. They are also expected to 


take responsibility for their own learning as classes are academically more 


rigorous and focus on performance rather than on tasks.  


Reassess for Success 


Your child’s Individualized Program Plan (IPP) will follow him to middle school, 


but it is important to really think through what your child will need prior to 


them leaving elementary school. Your child’s needs will most likely change once 


they hit middle school and there is a possibility that gaps may widen due to a 


more complex curricula or increased demand for skills such as more flexible 


thinking, greater working memory, and the need to plan and prioritize school 


work. 


“The transition meeting is one of the most important meetings that your child 


will have,” says Raschke. “It’s really about taking the time to figure out what 


accommodations your child will need in the classroom. And in some cases, even 


to overthink their needs just to make sure that no gaps arise in services and that 


the schools and teachers are prepared.” 


Who’s in Charge? 


Along with increased independence come increased responsibilities. No matter 


how skilled an advocate you have become for your child, middle school is the 


time when your child needs to begin to advocate for himself. 


At this age your child should know what his IPP goals are and should be in 


attendance at the IPP transition meeting. That way they can begin to own their 


IPP goals and to understand why certain supports are needed. “Kids always 


think they know what they need and are fine without the supports,” says Kristina 


English, Ph.D., professor of speech-language pathology and audiology at the 
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University of Akron, “but there is a need to talk through concerns and your child 


at this age is able to have some more adult conversations about their needs.” 


“I think the most important thing for me as Sara's mom,” says DesGeorges, “was 


to really listen to what Sara was saying about her accessibility - whether I really 


agreed with it or not, and then to respect her right to make decisions. Of course, 


we had some conditions on those decisions, such as if she didn’t want to use 


the FM we would respect that decision as long as her grades didn’t fall, but 


once that happened then we revisited her needs.”  


Filling in the Blanks About Your Needs 


Meeting with the new team of teachers is also important, and the earlier your 


child is able to do this the better. Nicole Turano, mother to Sam, a 14-year-old 


who wears bilateral cochlear implants, said that “Sam tells them things from his 


perspective, what’s helpful for him and what they need to know. This really 


helps to demystify what kids with hearing loss are like and that not all kids with 


hearing loss are the same.” 


Another way to have your child become more responsible for his needs is to 


have him write a letter or put together a presentation for the new middle school 


staff before the start of the year. “I have my transitioning students write the 


information they feel is important for their new teachers to know,” says Raschke, 


“what helps them access the curriculum and what their needs are. I really feel 


they are ready to transition when they are confident in their self-knowledge and 


self-advocacy. 


Classroom Communication 


Even though parents are encouraged to be more hands-off in middle school, 


you know your child’s unique challenges, and it is important to keep that in 


mind when communicating with classroom teachers. Take the time to meet with 


the teaching team early in the year. It’s important to know all your child’s 


teachers, not only their homeroom teacher. This way when you have concerns 


about your child you can give the appropriate teacher a heads up. 
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“There is stuff you can prepare for and then there is the stuff that you just need 


to figure out on the fly,” says Turano. “But one thing I always do, because my 


son has so many teachers, is that I put together a two-page rundown about his 


IPP and his needs. I add my own comments about what the goals and 


accommodations mean, and Sam adds some ideas about what helps him to be 


more successful in the classroom.”  


A New Level of Organization 


When you think of all the new things your child has to deal with - juggling 


classrooms, subject materials and different teacher personalities, following rules, 


navigating around a new building, figuring out new procedures, and learning 


how to open and use a locker - it’s no wonder students can become 


overwhelmed. 


One of the best things to do with your child before they transition to middle 


school is to have lots of discussions about how he/she is going to make the 


transition and to begin working on how to come up with a strategy. 


Most schools have visits for the new students so they are able to see the 


building layout, where their classes might be, where their lockers are, etc. 


Having an idea of the physical space of the school is important to coming up 


with a strategy, and can also help reduce anxiety as your child is able to get a 


better sense of what they need to do and where they need to go.  


Designate a Base Camp 


Your child will be moving between classes so it is important to establish some 


sort of base camp where the FM, extra batteries, and someone who knows how 


to troubleshoot will be located. It can also be helpful; to have someone in the 


building who your child can go to when he is overwhelmed with noise in the 


cafeteria, or is worn out from listening. 


“After a couple of weeks of having the FM be in the wrong classroom for my 


son, we finally decided to keep it in the nurse’s office,” says Turano, “it’s located 
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right by the front door, so it’s the first place he passes in the morning and the 


last place on the way out.” 


The Great FM Hand-Off 


Having multiple teachers means that there may be multiple handoffs of the FM 


transmitter. This can be one of the most anxiety producing parts of transitioning 


to middle school. Some students are completely comfortable with carrying the 


transmitter out in the open and don’t make a big deal of passing it to the 


teacher. Others feel embarrassed and clip it to the cover of their binder and 


pass it to the teacher when no one is looking. Talk to your child about what his 


comfort level might be and help him make a plan. Communicate the plan to all 


of your child’s teachers so they know what to expect and can support your 


child’s decisions. 


The transition to middle school can be difficult, but it doesn’t have to be. When 


you take the time to prepare your child, the transition should be a natural next 


step for him. Part of making the transition to middle school is understanding 


that while your child can’t control his diagnosis, he can “grow” the courage to 


live with it. And it does take courage to be the one to walk into a new room and 


hand the teacher the FM system, or to ask another student for help taking 


notes, but that’s what needs to be done. “The middle school transition is really 


about beginning to relinquish some control as a parent,” says DesGeorges, “but 


it’s also about keeping your integrity as a parent and keeping your child on the 


right path in the classroom and with their friends.” 
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- See more at: http://www.agbell.org/VoltaVoices/Jul-


Sep2015/MiddleSchool101/#sthash.ns3Zg0Jq.dpuf 


 


Krystyann Krywko, Ed.D. is an award-winning education writer and researcher, 


specializing in hearing loss and how it affects children and families. Both she and 


her son were diagnosed with hearing loss one year apart. She loves to engage 


with parents and educators in order to dispel misunderstandings about hearing 


loss and to focus on the strengths of children who are deaf and hard of hearing. 


She is the founder of Kids with Hearing Loss (www.kidswithhearingloss.org)— an 


initiative to provide families a place from where they can move forward with 


strength.  
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Taking the Scary out of 


Transit ions 


Adapted from Krystyann Krywko  


My son passed his Universal Newborn Hearing Screening at birth. Three years 


later he was diagnosed with moderate to severe hearing loss. Like so many 


other families, I had no idea what to expect or what to do. I had concerns about 


my son’s lack of speech and had asked our paediatrician for pretty close to a 


year if she thought he might be delayed. She told me to stop worrying - he was 


a boy and a second child. He was just on his own path. I didn’t need to worry.  


 Just before his third birthday, his playschool teacher suggested that maybe it 


was time to take him for a hearing test. We had been talking about his speech 


over the course of the year, and the past few weeks, due to a bad cold, it 


seemed like he wasn’t hearing anything. We took him to an ENT, where his 


hearing test results were “abysmal.” We were told he had fluid in his ears, so 


tubes were put in and two weeks later we were to go back for further tests. But, 


while his hearing improved a little once the fluid was gone, we were told he 


would need to wear hearing aids to access what hearing he did have. We were 


stunned, and excited, and overwhelmed, and unsure, and about a million other 


emotions all at the same time.  


We were fortunate, we found the resources and support we needed, and we are 


good now. Today, at the age of eight, he is an energetic and athletic child, who 


loves to read Harry Potter books and play hockey. The sky is the limit and he is 


in no way defined solely by his hearing loss.  


Here are some tips I’ve gathered to take the “scary” out of the times of transition: 


Transitions seem magnified when you have a child who is Deaf or Hard of 


Hearing. While transitions can be good or bad, planned or unexpected, in all 
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cases as parents we are shifted out of our comfort zone and we must re-


examine how we fit into the new situation. 


The word “transition” often becomes intertwined with anxiety as your child 


moves through the education system and out into the world. There is so much 


to think about. Will support remain the same? What will happen if we change 


schools or move to a different city? How will my child adjust to middle school? 


Our district has a new speech-language pathologist, will she understand my 


son? Just when it seems you have things set up the way you like, along comes a 


change.  


What if there was a way to make transitions less about being scary and 


more about recognizing a growth opportunity? 


Prepare yourself 


One of the reasons transitions are so scary is that we are afraid of the unknown. 


So, make the unknown, known. Stand back and take a moment to acknowledge 


your worry and how you are feeling. Then, when you are ready, figure out what 


it is you need to do to prepare yourself for the transition. Read books, ask 


questions, join a support group, spend time walking around your new 


neighbourhood, find real information (engaging in gossip and rumours doesn’t 


help.) Do whatever it is you need to do to get your questions and concerns 


answered. 


Prepare/involve your child 


As a parent of a child with additional needs, it is easy to become engrossed in 


advocating for their needs and forgetting to include them in the process. Of 


course, how much you involve your child depends on their age, but even the 


youngest child can be involved in transitions. After all, they are the ones most 


directly involved. Some ways in which you can do this are:  


➢ Have your child visit the new school. 


➢ Meet teachers/new team before the beginning of the school year. 
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➢ Have your child either write down or tell you what they think their needs 


are. 


➢ Attend IPP or team meetings. 


Nothing is written in stone 


Despite your best intentions sometimes things do not work out the way you 


planned. Maybe moving your child from individual speech therapy to group 


sessions was a move backwards for their confidence, or the support services at 


the college your child chose to attend are not working out as promised. This is 


where preparing yourself comes into play, no matter what your decision was - 


there is always an alternative way. 


Give it time 


The world today is a place of instant gratification - on-demand movies and 


same day shipping are the norm. But, change takes time to adjust to and it is 


important that you give both yourself and your child the time needed to adjust 


to the change. It is unrealistic to walk into a new school, or to adjust to a new 


therapy schedule in the first week or two. Try to be patient and see how your 


child grows into the change. 


Develop a support network 


“Change is the only constant in life,” said the Greek philosopher Heraclitus; so 


you might as well get used to it. Transitioning is one part of this journey that is 


called parenthood. So, find a group (or groups) that you can tag along for a ride 


with. There is often someone out there who has gone through the very same 


situation that you are facing. Post a question to the Alberta Hands & Voices 


Facebook group. Look for someone in your community that has experienced a 


similar situation. Ask your child’s audiologist or speech-language pathologist if 


they know a family that you can connect with. Find an organization that you can 


connect with. There is strength in numbers, and if you can enter a transition with 


others at your side it takes a whole lot of scary out of the change! 





