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● Practicing in the field of psychology since 
2005

● Extensive experience working with children, 
families, adults, and couples

● Owner of Mental Health Group Practice in 
San Jose: Relucent Psychology Group
○ Treating children, adolescents, adults, 

families, and couples
○ Specializing in Child Therapy. Parent 

Coaching, Co-Parenting & Family 
Therapy
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What is happening during middle school?
Middle school is a period of rapid and uneven development.

Young adolescents are navigating:
● Puberty and changing bodies

● Greater emotional intensity

● Increased sensitivity to 
acceptance and rejection

● A strong desire to belong

● More complicated friendships

● Emerging romantic or sexual 
interests

● Questions about identity and 
values

● Increased academic and 
organizational demands

● Constant access to technology 
and social information

● A growing desire for 
independence and privacy

Key Insight: The emotional parts of the brain are highly active during adolescence, while the 
systems responsible for planning, impulse control, and anticipating consequences are still 

developing.



As a result, middle schoolers may:

Understand a rule but 
make an impulsive 
choice

Sound mature but become 
overwhelmed quickly

Want independence but 
struggle with 
responsibilities

Reject advice while still 
needing reassurance

Take social situations 
extremely personally

Make choices based on 
what feels urgent in the 
moment

This inconsistency is not evidence that something is wrong with the child.
It reflects a brain and identity under construction.



Understanding Withdrawal, Attitude, and Emotional Intensity
Adolescent distress does not always look like fear or sadness. It may look like:

● Irritability

● Eye-rolling or sarcasm

● Staying in their room

● Refusing to talk

● Overreacting to small 
requests

● Sleeping more

● Avoiding family activities

● Arguing about every rule

● Saying, “I don’t care”

● Becoming intensely 
focused on friends or 
technology

Key Takeaway: Behavior is often a clue.



Underneath the Behavior May Be:

“I’m embarrassed.” “I don’t know who I am yet.”

“I feel like I don’t belong.” “I need more control.”

“I’m overwhelmed.” “I want your help, but I don’t want to feel like 
a child.”

“I’m afraid you’ll be disappointed.” “I’m worried you won’t understand.”

Understanding what’s beneath the behavior does not require parents to accept 
disrespectful or unsafe behavior.



Staying Connected When Your Child Seems to Push You Away

THE HIDDEN NEED
Middle schoolers often need connection without 
wanting to look as though they need it.

THE MISCONCEPTION
They may reject direct questions, affection, or planned 
family time. Parents can misread this as a sign that 
connection no longer matters.

THE REALITY
But pushing away is often part of practicing 
separation — not a request for parents to 
disappear.



Replace Interrogation with Availability

INSTEAD OF INTERROGATION:
● “What’s wrong with you?”
● “Why won’t you talk to me?”
● “What happened at school?”
● “Who were you texting?”
● “You used to tell me everything.”

TRY AVAILABILITY:

● “You seem like you’ve had a hard day. You don’t 
have to talk now, but I’m available.”

● “You’re entitled to some privacy. You never have to 
handle something unsafe or scary alone. I’m always 
here for you”

● “I’m not going to force you to talk. I am going to 
keep checking in because I care about you.”



Use Low-Pressure Connection
LOW-PRESSURE OPPORTUNITIES
Adolescents often talk more when they are not required to make direct eye 
contact:

● Driving
● Walking
● Getting food
● Cooking
● Watching a show
● Running an errand
● Sitting together late at night
● Doing an activity they choose

REDEFINING CONNECTION
Connection may also look different than it did in 
childhood. Sitting near your child while they show 
you a video may be their version of reaching out.



Create Consistent Rituals

CONSIDER THESE RITUALS:

● A weekly one-on-one outing
● A regular family meal
● A bedtime check-in
● A shared show
● A short walk
● A predictable weekend breakfast
● Occasional time together chosen by your child

THE GOAL OF RITUALS
The goal is not to force disclosure. It is to make 
connection reliably available.



Listening Without Immediately Fixing
When middle schoolers share a problem, parents often move quickly into fixing mode

WE MAY SAY:

● “Here’s what you need to do.”
● “That’s not worth getting upset about.”
● “You should have listened to me.”
● “I’m calling the school.”
● “Don’t worry — it will be fine.”

THE IMPACT
This can make adolescents feel misunderstood or 
discourage them from sharing next time.



Start with curiosity before jumping into problem-solving

START WITH VALIDATION & CURIOSITY:

● “That sounds really painful.”
● “I can understand why you felt embarrassed.”
● “Tell me more about what happened.”
● “What part of this feels hardest?”

THEN ASK:
“Do you want me to listen, help you think, offer advice, 
or help you do something?”
This preserves the adolescent’s agency while keeping parental 
support available.



Emotional validation is not agreement

UNDERSTANDING VS. AGREEING:
Parents can understand a teen’s perspective without 
agreeing with every interpretation or choice.

“I understand why you felt excluded. I also wonder 
whether there might be another explanation. Do you 
want to think through that together?”

WHY CONNECTION MATTERS
Connection makes reflection possible. When adolescents 
feel judged, they are more likely to defend themselves. When 
they feel understood, they are more able to consider their 
impact and choices.



Peer Relationships, Belonging, and Social Pressure
Peer relationships are central during middle school. Adolescents are constantly evaluating:

EVERYDAY EVALUATIONS & CONCERNS:

● Where they fit
● How others see them
● Whether they are included
● What is considered acceptable or 

embarrassing
● Whether they should change themselves 

to belong
● Who can be trusted



Peer Relationships, Belonging, and Social Pressure

COMMON SOCIAL EXPERIENCES:

● Exclusion
● Gossip and rumors
● Friendship breakups
● Group chats & screenshots of private conversations
● Pressure to take sides
● Teasing disguised as humor
● Pressure involving appearance, relationships, substances, or 

sexual behavior
● Fear of missing out

DEVELOPMENTAL REALITY
Social pain can feel enormous because belonging is 
developmentally essential during adolescence.



Avoid Minimizing Social Pain

WHAT DOESN'T HELP

“You won’t care about this in 
five years.”
WHY IT FAILS:
Statements like this may be accurate, 
but they do not help the adolescent 
feel understood now.

TRY THIS INSTEAD

“This may not feel this intense 
forever, but I understand that it 
feels intense today.”
WHY IT WORKS:
Validates their present emotion while 
gently acknowledging context, helping 
them feel supported and heard in the 
present moment.



Help Teens Clarify Their Values
Rather than telling them exactly whom to be friends with, ask:

01 “How do you feel about yourself 
when you’re with this person?”

02 “Do you feel like you can be 
yourself?”

03 “What does a trustworthy friend 
do?”

04 “What feels uncomfortable about 
what the group is asking?”

05 “What choice would match the kind 
of person you want to be?”

06 “Is this something you can handle, 
or do you need adult support?”



Teach Flexible Social Responses

Adolescents Can Practice:

● Setting a boundary
● Leaving an uncomfortable situation
● Refusing without a lengthy 

explanation
● Supporting a peer without joining 

harmful behavior
● Seeking help for themselves or 

someone else
● Repairing after making a social 

mistake

Useful Scripts Include:

● “I’m not comfortable with that.”
● “No, I’m good.”
● “Don’t post that.”
● “I’m not choosing sides.”
● “That was supposed to be 

private.”
● “I need help with something, and 

I’m worried about what will 
happen if I tell you.”



Identity Development: Making Room for Who They Are Becoming

Middle schoolers begin asking:
● “Who am I?”
● “Where do I belong?”
● “How am I different from my family?”
● “What do I believe?”
● “How do other people see me?”
● “What parts of myself feel safe to 

share?”

Identity exploration may involve:
● Personal style
● Music and interests
● Culture or religion
● Friend groups
● Gender expression
● Sexual orientation
● Political or social beliefs
● Neurodivergence
● Future goals and values

Parents do not need to understand every interest or identity immediately. But how 
we respond when they share something vulnerable matters deeply.



Identity Development: Making Room for Who They Are Becoming

Lead with curiosity
● “Thank you for telling me.”
● “What does that mean to you?”
● “How long have you been thinking 

about this?”
● “What kind of support would feel 

helpful?”

Avoid interrogation, prediction, or 
debate
Adolescents need room to explore without 
feeling that every statement must become 
a permanent identity.

They also need to know that their 
relationship with their parents is not 
contingent on being exactly who the 
parent expected.

A powerful message
“You do not have to become a particular version of yourself to stay connected to 

me.”



Academics, Executive Functioning, and Motivation

Middle school brings greater demands for:

● Organization

● Planning

● Time management

● Long-term projects

● Remembering multiple deadlines

● Moving between teachers and classrooms

● Managing extracurricular activities

● Initiating tasks independently

These executive-functioning skills are still developing.
A teen may be intelligent and motivated but still struggle to begin, organize, or complete work.



Look Beyond “Lazy”

Avoid assuming:
● “They don’t care.”
● “They just need to try 

harder.”
● “They’re choosing not to do 

it.”

Ask instead:
● Is the child overwhelmed?
● Do they understand the assignment?
● Do they know how to begin?
● Are they afraid of failing?
● Are they exhausted?
● Are attention, learning, or executive-functioning 

difficulties involved?
● Is anxiety making avoidance feel safer?



“I’m not going to manage every assignment for you, and I’m not going to watch you drown. 
Let’s figure out what support you still need.”

Parents can help by exploring the following:

● Identify all missing tasks
● Break projects into steps
● Estimate how long work will take
● Develop a weekly planning routine
● Create a distraction-reduced workspace
● Communicate with a teacher
● Decide what responsibility the student will carry Support without taking over

Gradually transfer responsibility as 
skills improve.



Allow Safe Consequences

Building Resilience Through Experience
Resilience develops when adolescents experience 
manageable consequences and discover that they can 
recover.

Opportunity for Learning
Forgetting an assignment or receiving a disappointing 
grade can be an opportunity to ask:

“What happened, what did you learn, and what will 
you try next time?”

Core Principle
The goal is accountability 

without shame.



Technology, Social Media, and Digital Safety
Technology is not separate from adolescent social life. It is often where friendships, conflict, identity 

exploration, and belonging occur.

Understanding the Digital Social Realm
Technology is deeply embedded in how young 
adolescents stay connected, build relationships, 
explore identity, and navigate social dynamics.

Rethinking Digital Boundaries
Simply telling adolescents to “get off the phone” 
overlooks what the device represents in their daily 
social lives. Effective guidance starts with recognizing 
its role while providing steady guardrails.

Developmental Support Needed
Middle schoolers are not 

developmentally ready to manage 
unlimited digital access without ongoing 

guidance.



Use Consistent, Transparent Leadership

Parents should establish clear expectations around:

● Approved apps and accounts

● Privacy settings

● Contact with strangers

● Sharing photos and personal information

● Group chats

● Gaming and messaging

● Location sharing

● Sexual content and image-sharing

● Sleep and nighttime access

● When parents will review activity

● What happens when expectations are violated

Core Principle
Clear, proactive expectations 

build trust, safety, and 
accountability.



Maintain open communication so adolescents feel 
safe seeking help when needed.

Privacy and safety are not the 
same
“I respect your need for privacy. I also 
have a responsibility to supervise 
your online life until you are ready to 
manage it safely.”

Be transparent about monitoring. Secret 
surveillance can damage trust unless 
there is an immediate safety concern 
that requires action.

Protect help-seeking
Adolescents may hide dangerous online 
experiences if they believe telling a parent 
will result only in punishment or total loss of 
access.

Communicate:
“If you see something sexual, threatening, 
frightening, or confusing — or if someone 
asks you to keep something secret — you 
can come to me. My first job will be to help 
you, not shame you.”



Hold Limits While Validating

Communicating with Empathy & Firmness

“I understand that being removed from the group chat 
feels socially devastating. I’m still not allowing your 
phone in your room overnight. Let’s think about how 
you can tell your friends when you’ll be unavailable.”

Key Breakdown:
● Validate Emotion: Acknowledge feelings without 

dismissal ("feels socially devastating").
● Hold Boundary: Maintain the safety limit firmly 

("phone not in room overnight").
● Collaborate: Problem-solve practical next steps 

together ("tell your friends").

Core Principle
Validating emotions lowers 
defensiveness, making firm 
boundaries easier to accept.



Boundaries, Trust, and Growing Independence
Freedom Expands Gradually Through Demonstrated Responsibility

Earned Freedom
Middle schoolers need increasing freedom, 
but freedom should grow alongside 
demonstrated responsibility.

Gradual Expansion
Independence is not something parents 
grant all at once. It is gradually expanded 
through practice.



Be clear about what is negotiable

Possible Negotiable 
Areas:

● Clothing and personal 
style

● Room organization within 
health and safety limits

● How free time is spent

● The order in which 
responsibilities are 
completed

● Music and recreational 
interests

Usually Non-Negotiable 
Areas:

● Physical and emotional 
safety

● Substance use

● Violence or threats

● Online exploitation

● Basic health needs

● School attendance

● Knowing where the child is 
and who they are with



Separate Disagreement From Disrespect

Expressing 
Disagreement
Adolescents should be 
allowed to question rules 
and express disagreement.

“You are allowed to disagree 
with me. You are not allowed 
to threaten, insult, or 
intimidate.”

Rebuilding Trust
When a boundary is broken, 
focus on safety, 
accountability, and 
rebuilding trust — not 
creating shame.

“Trust is not something you 
either have or lose forever. We 
rebuild it through honest 
conversations and repeated 
responsible choices.”

Restoring 
Independence
Whenever possible, 
consequences should 
relate to the behavior and 
include a path toward 
restored independence.



Supporting Mental Health and Knowing When to Step In
Recognizing Normal Middle School Development vs. Key Action Signals

What is Normal?

The middle school years 
bring significant 
developmental shifts that are 
a standard part of growing 
up.

Moodiness, increased privacy, 
friendship changes, and 
occasional emotional intensity 
can be normal during middle 
school.

When to Step In

Intervention is highly 
recommended when 
emotional or behavioral 
patterns cross typical 
boundaries.

Key Threshold:
Parents should pay closer 
attention when there is a 
significant change that persists 
or interferes with daily life.



Possible warning signs include:

Behavioral & Physical Changes
● Persistent sadness, irritability, or anxiety

● Loss of interest in previously enjoyed 
activities

● Major changes in sleep or eating

● Frequent physical complaints without a 
clear medical explanation

● Increasing school refusal or academic 
decline

● Significant withdrawal from both family 
and friends

Psychological & Critical Signals
● Extreme perfectionism or panic

● Expressions of hopelessness or 
worthlessness

● Self-harm

● Substance use

● Talk about death, suicide, or not 
wanting to be alive



Direct & Calm Communication in Critical Moments

Direct Approach

If a child mentions suicide 
or self-harm, ask directly 
and calmly. Asking does 
not introduce the idea.

Key Principle:
Asking directly provides 
clarity, reduces panic, and 
invites open 
communication.

Sample Language

“Sometimes when people 
feel this overwhelmed, 
they think about hurting 
themselves or not 
wanting to be alive. Has 
that been happening for 
you?”

Professional Support
Parents do not need to 
determine alone whether 
something is “serious enough.” 
Consultation can help clarify 
what support is needed.

Consult with:

● Pediatrician
● School Counselor
● Mental-Health 

Professional



Closing

Their Job

Middle schoolers are not supposed to stay 
little. Their job is to begin separating, 
questioning, experimenting, and discovering 
who they are.

Our Job

Our job is not to control that process or 
withdraw from it. Our job is to remain a sturdy, 
connected presence.



Beneath the closed door, the eye-roll, or the insistence that they don’t care, middle 
schoolers are often still asking:

“Do you like who I am becoming?” “Can I tell you the truth without losing 
you?”

“Will you take my feelings seriously?” “Can you guide me without controlling 
me?”

“Will you protect me when I cannot protect 
myself?”

“Can I make a mistake without becoming a 
disappointment?”

“Do I still belong here?”



The goal is to help them internalize:

I am good inside, even when I make a 
poor decision.

My feelings make sense, but they do not 
have to control my choices.

I can tolerate disappointment and 
uncertainty. I can ask for help without shame.

I can take responsibility and repair harm. My parents respect my growing 
independence.

My parents will remain present when I 
need protection.

I do not have to be perfect to remain 
connected.



FINAL TAKEAWAY

Freedom & Security
Middle schoolers need both freedom and a 
secure place to land.

Our Core Task
Our task is to loosen our grip without 
disappearing — to remain close enough 
that they know they never have to navigate 
growing up alone.



Thank you for listening!



Have more questions or need more support?

EMAIL SUPPORT

e
m
ail

Reach out via email for general inquiries, 
detailed questions, or personalized 

support:

s.mohsen@relucentpg.com

PHONE CONSULTATION

Directly schedule a free phone 
consultation by scanning below:

Scan QR Code


