
An excerpt from my post entitled “The Middle School 

Teen Brain Shift” found here: 

 

http://www.TheRightSideOfNormal.com/2013/01/

08/the-middle-school-teen-brain-shift/ 

 

As parents, most of us have heard that the middle 

school years are filled with teenaged angst and 

struggle. Middle schools are notorious for being the 

place no one wants to send their child. Why is that? 

The answer is in the brain. 

 

In the article at Psychology Today by Jenni Ogden, 

Ph.D., entitled "Brilliant, Brazen, Teenage Brains," 

the teenager is described as having "rude, moody, 

disorganized, risk-taking, impulsive behaviors." She 

goes on to qualify that teens are capable of 

moderating their behaviors, "It just takes them a lot 

more effort to do so." She then concludes that "The 

brain evolved in this way for a good reason. 

Teenagers need to take risks in order to make the 

leap from home and reliance on parents to 

independence. At this stage, their primary alliance 

shifts to their peer group, the most important social 

group for young adults." 

 

I have a different perspective that sifts out what the 

brain studies are showing from how our culture of 

school attendance supports our culture's 

subconscious focus on family separation and peer 

approval. So let me take school out of the equation 

to share my experiences as to what is going on and 

how we can best support our eleven to 13 year olds 

during this crucial stage of growth. 

 

Some time between eleven and thirteen years old, 

what I refer to as a "brain shift" happens. A person 

moves from a child's view of concrete, all-I-can-see-

is-my-world-right-in-front-of-me, to an adult's view 

of abstract, I'm-a-little-person-in-a-big-world, and 

how do I fit in and find my place. This is a huge shift 

in perspective and it begins what I call a starting over 

time. From my experience, childhood is from five to 

eleven, and young adulthood starts between eleven 

and 13 in relation to this brain shift. You may notice, 

as I did, that your children were progressing from 

little people who didn't have a lot of ability to a more 

competent young child by about ten years old. It was 

also the time we were strengths-based and actively 

sought out each child's gifts. During this seemingly 

self-centered time, it's the perfect time to figure out 

one's strengths, interests, and gifts. 

 

And then the eleven to 13 year brain shift happens, 

and it's like your previously competent young child 

becomes unable to do anything anymore. No 

wonder these young people at this age are rude and 

moody. You would be too if you were going through 

such dramatic changes. The traditional focus found in 

school on those less matched to the environment can 

run into huge problems at this time. As a young 

person's "eyes are opened" to their place in the 

greater world, if they don't have a foundation of 

strengths to rely on to balance out their view of 

themselves and their weaknesses, they can crumble. 

Think about it. Let's say you were labeled dyslexic, 

and struggled during the childhood years, were put 

in remediation or special programs, and spent most 

of your time in your weaknesses. Once this 

awakening occurs, how can you view your place in 

the world in a positive way if you've never 

developed your strengths? Rude and moody may 

only escalate to deal with this sudden harsh reality. 

 

Throughout this stage, there's a strong draw for these 

young people to figure out their place in the world by 

reaching out in it. They are craving an adult mentor. 

When I looked up some of the roles of a good 

mentor, one of those I found was that a mentor 

makes it safe to take risks. Does it sound like a 

contradiction? Not when you see what that looks like 

in practice! I found my children were on the one 

hand, scared to death what these feelings were 

pressing them to want, yet needing to put themselves 

out there. Now was the time to find good fit 

volunteer opportunities, co-op classes, interest-
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based clubs, self-business ventures, blogging, etc. 

Some of the things I remember various of my children 

trying as their first risk: attending a one week teen 

camp (my artist son), volunteering at the zoo (my 

writer daughter), working for a graphic artist (my 

builder son), started trading and selling ceiling fans 

(my electronics son), attending a high adventure 

summer camp program (my theater son), and flying 

an airplane (my dynamo son). 

 

I've noticed many home/unschoolers ask to go back 

to school at this age. It's not necessarily about going 

to public school versus homeschooling; it's their 

attempt at feeding the need to put themselves out 

there. Instead of school, it can be a cue to find and 

offer higher risk community opportunities. As for those 

attending school, there is often no opportunity to 

extend outside the four walls of school, so they focus 

their risk-taking needs of finding their place in the 

world through experimentation of alcohol, drugs, 

sex, fighting, defying authority, etc. What other 

choice are we leaving them? No wonder middle 

schools are such messes! It's not set up to support 

their natural developmental needs at that stage. 

 

Let's conclude by talking about that conclusion that 

these young teens are going to naturally pull away 

from their parents toward their peers as the most 

influential figures in their lives. After reading my post, 

I hope you can see the flaw of that reasoning. What 

these young teens are doing are trying to figure out 

their place in the greater world. When you're in 

school, what has our society created that to be? 

Their peers! That's how we've set up our culture. But, 

if you take school out of the equation, you may find a 

very different pattern. For my children, since they had 

a foundation of strengths and a development of a 

passion, they entered the stage with some 

understanding of self. I mentored them in finding safe 

ways to take risks in finding their place in the world. 

That included with their peers, in their communities, in 

their church, and in their families. They valued the 

mentoring from trusted adults who listened, shared 

strategies, and provided encouragement. 

 

 

 

 

THE COLLABORATIVE LEARNING 

PROCESS 
(The 60-30-10 Principle) 

Created by Cindy A. Gaddis 

  

Seeking Purpose 

    

(Ages 11-13)    The Collaborative Learning Stage 

                        Formal learning and goal setting 

  

60% -- Child Pursing Strengths/Gifts 

30% -- Parent (100%) introduces formality in 

             work/framework 

10% -- Parent counsels brain shift process 

 

Brain Development: Integration Stage 

 

A brain shift (around twelve years old) 

enables working with child. 

 

Brain is fully integrated; 

move from childhood to adulthood. 

 

Starting over; learning about self-determination 

and self-government. 

 

Verbal collaboration. 

 

Fill-in gaps with non-interest areas. 

 

Safe risk taking opportunities offered: 

church youth programs 

summer camps 

leadership skills 

speaking venues 

service experiences 

volunteer opportunities 

co-ops 

outside classes 


