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Character Conversation
Middle School

	What they do…
	What that means for us…

	Physical

	· Experience rapid changes in physical appearance; growth spurts happen earlier for girls than boys.
	· Talk about physical changes because new teens are often uncomfortable with and embarrassed by their changing bodies. (Respect, Caring)

	· Show interest in sports and active games.
	· Encourage active, fun learning experiences.

	Social

	· Show concern about social graces, grooming and being liked by peers.
	· Encourage learning experiences related to self-discovery, self-understanding, and getting along with others.  Be patient with grooming behaviors that may seem excessive. (Trustworthiness, Respect, Fairness)

	· Exhibit less dependency on parents to more dependency on opinions of peers.
	· Help family members understand that this is a sign of growing maturity, not rejection of family. (Responsibility, Respect)

	· Become interested in activities that involve boys and girls.
	· Provide opportunities for boys and girls to mix without feeling uncomfortable—seems to work best if youth plan activities themselves.  (Trustworthiness, Respect, Responsibility, Caring)

	Intellectual

	· Tend to reject solutions from adults in favor of their own.
	· Involve young teens in setting rules and planning activities for your group or program.  (Trustworthiness, Respect, Responsibility, Fairness)

	· Begin to think more abstractly and hypothetically.  Can think about own thinking and becoming skilled in the use of logic and cause-and-effect.
	· Ask questions that encourage predicting and problem solving.  Help youth to find their own solutions by providing supervision without interference.(Ethical Decision-making)

	· Take more responsibility for planning and evaluation of work.
	· Allow young teens to plan activities and expect follow through.  Help them to evaluate the outcome.  (Trustworthiness, Responsibility, Citizenship)

	Emotional

	· Can be painfully self-conscious and critical.  Vulnerable to bouts of low self-esteem.
	· Plan many varied opportunities to achieve and have their competence recognized by others.  Concentrate on developing individual skills. (Trustworthiness, Responsibility)

	· Changes in hormones and thinking contribute to mood swings.
	· Remember that early adolescents are known for their drama and feelings that seem extreme to adults.  Accept their feelings and be careful not to embarrass or criticize. (Caring)

	· Desire independence, yet need their parents’ help.
	· Encourage youth to work with adults and older teens. (Responsible, Fairness, Citizenship)

	Source:  Volunteers…the foundation of youth development Internet course, University of Missouri 4-H Youth Development Programs


Trustworthiness

(Be honest






(Don’t deceive, cheat or steal

(Be tolerant of differences




(Use good manners, not bad language

(Be considerate of the feelings of others


(Don’t threaten, hit or hurt anyone

(Deal peacefully with anger, insults and disagreements

(What Kind of Person?
Talk with your child about the kind of friends they want to have.  Is it important that they are popular, an athlete, a musician, honest and loyal?  Help your child understand that selecting friends that are people of character is an important step in becoming a person of character.  Ask her to consider these questions:
1. Imagine yourself in the future as a parent.  What kind of person would you want your child to be?
2. What kind of person do you think we (parents) want you to be?

3. What kind of person do you think you are?
· A perfect person

· A person who makes some mistakes

· A person who tries not to make the same mistake twice

· A person who tells the truth, even when he or she makes a mistake

· A person who doesn’t let his/her parents know about mistakes so they won’t worry 

· A person who lies to cover up a mistake

Do you think most people expect others to be perfect?  

Do you think it is important to be able to trust the people with whom you interact?  

Respect

(Treat others with respect




(Be tolerant of differences

(Use good manners, not bad language



(Be considerate of the feelings of others

(Don’t threaten, hit or hurt anyone
(Deal peacefully with anger, insult and disagreements
(Board of Directors

A Board of Directors generally influences a company or organization’s decisions.  The table itself usually sits in the middle of a room and is very sturdy.  The chairs around the table are reserved for only the most influential and respected of people.  Encourage your teen to think about the individuals who they respect or who have influenced the decisions in their life.  As a parent, you might also think about who sits at your Board of Directors table.  Some suggestions might include family members, friends, teachers, children, or someone you don’t even know but their actions have influenced you. 




Responsibility

(Do what you are supposed to do



(Persevere-keep on trying

(Always do your best





(Use self-control

(Be self-disciplined





(Think before you act
(Be accountable for your choices

(The Frog
Share the following poem with your teen and talk about how it relates to responsibility.

Two frogs fell into a can of cream—or so I’ve heard it told.

The sides of the can were shiny and steep; the cream was deep and cold.

“Oh, what’s the use?” said No. 1, “’tis fate—no help’s around—

Goodbye, my friend! Good-bye, sad world!” And weeping still, he drowned.

But No. 2 of sterner stuff, dog-paddled in surprise.

Then while he wiped his creamy face and dried his creamy eyes.  

“I’ll swim awhile, at least,” he said—or so it has been said—

“It wouldn’t really help the world if one more frog was dead.”  

An hour or two he kicked and swam—not once he stopped to mutter, 

But kicked and swam, and swam and kicked, then hopped out, via butter.”

Fairness

(Play by the rules





(Take turns and share

(Be open-minded; listen to others



(Don’t take advantage of others

(Don’t blame others carelessly 

(Fairness Journals
For a specific period of time – a day or two or up to a week – ask your child to keep a journal of things that happen during that time that she thinks are fair or unfair.  It might be something like having to clean her room (unfair), sharing a shopping trip with a friend (fair), knowing someone cheated on a test (unfair), working on a group project for school where everyone  worked really hard and did their part (fair).  Talk about how she decided if things were fair or unfair.  Help her understand that fairness is determined by many things. For example, there are written and unwritten rules and it is important to know and understand these rules.  There are also a number of ways to recognize fairness such as knowing that if you work or do something you will get something in return; taking turns; understanding the rule of privilege (being allowed to use a calculator for a test, line up first, etc.)
Caring

(Be kind






(Be compassionate and show you care

(Express gratitude





(Forgive others 
(Help people in need
( What Are Your Gifts:
“Give what you have.  To someone else it may be better than you dare to think.”
Henry Wadsworth Longfellow  
Visit with your child about what he thinks this quote means.  Encourage him to think about the “gifts” he has within himself, such as the ability to listen, a talent for art, or a sense of humor.  Challenge him to think of at least three gifts and how he might share these gifts with other.
Citizenship

(Do your share to make your school, center and community better

(Cooperate





(Stay informed; vote

(Be a good neighbor




(Obey laws and rules

(Respect authority




(Protect the environment

(Family Volunteering
Become part of the current national trend – volunteer as a family to help an organization or your community.  Family volunteering allows you to spend quality time together and do something that makes a difference for someone else.  Also, statistics show that children who volunteer at an early age are more likely to volunteer throughout their lifetime.  Family volunteering suggestions might include: working at a food pantry, planting flowers or cleaning yards, recording books on tape for the local library, visiting a local nursing or retirement home and writing letters for residents.
This information was produced by the USDA Army Youth Development Project, a collaboration of the US Army Child and Youth Services and the Cooperative State Research, Education, and Extension Service, US Department of Agriculture under Auburn University Special Project # USDA-EXCA-3-0930.  Users are encouraged to use all or parts of this information giving credit to US Army Child and Youth Services and USDA Cooperative State Research, Education, and Extension Service in all printed materials.
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