Ways to Fit In

[introduction]

I’m Mr. Mitchell.  I’ve been teaching computer science at Leander High School since 1997.  I’ve learned a lot about the culture of middle school and high school, and so Mrs. Cole and Mrs. Davis asked me to come talk to you about going into the 6th grade.

This talk is called “Ways to Fit In”, but it might have been better if I had called it “What’s About to Happen to You”.

Let me start by telling a story.  A couple hundred years ago, both parents worked at home.  They lived on farms or in small villages, and everyone helped with the work.  Daughters grew up with their mothers and learned how to make clothes and cook.  Sons grew up with their fathers and learned how to plant corn or make horseshoes.  

Two hundred years ago, you would have been raised by your parents at home, and would only have spent a few hours a day at school.  Your parents might have even taught you reading and writing, fractions and how to count money, and by age eleven you would already be doing real work at home.  You’d have time to play when the work was done.

Then, about 100 years ago, the Industrial Revolution came and fathers left the home, basically for the first time, to work in factories.  And in the last couple of generations, mothers left the home, too.

So where does that leave you?  Because you don’t have to do the same thing for a living as your parents and because jobs are a lot more complicated now, you spent most of your days learning the things you need to know to fit into the world of grownups.

School is a strange place.  It isn’t like the real world much.  The real world is a lot bigger, and the things you do have real consequences.

Elementary school isn’t so bad.  Usually the teachers are nice and the work is pretty fun.  But in middle school things start to change a little bit.  So that’s what I’d like to talk about.  What does social life in middle school feel like?

Social Life in Middle School

I think that for many kids, what other people think of you becomes the most important thing in the world.  When you were little kids, your parents were the most important people in your world.  Maybe brothers and sisters.  Once you started going to school, then your teachers became important to you, too.  If your teacher was upset with you, it affected you.

But in middle school, many kids start to think that what everyone else thinks about them is most important.  More important than what your parents think, more important than what your teachers think.

This is very weird, but it happens every year.  For some reason, middle school kids create this fake little world that isn’t very much like the real world at all, with different rules.  In this fake little world, the clothes you wear, the music you listen to, the shows you watch, and how many friends you have (and whether they’re the right friends) are the way they keep score.

It’s almost the same in high school, but in middle school I guess it’s just more shallow and cruel.  I don’t understand why the game works this way and the rules seem to change every year, but that’s the way it is.  I guess it’s fun, if you’re good at the game.  It gives you something to do, I guess.

I wonder if anyone in the world works harder at anything than American kids work at popularity.  Kids are always on duty as conformists.  If you’re not careful, other kids’ opinions become your definition of ‘right’.

But I’ll let you in on a little secret.  The grown-up world just doesn’t work like that, even though a lot of TV shows and music videos make it look like it does.  In the adult world, clothes, music, and friends really don’t affect your life hardly at all.  It’s your abilities and your maturity that affect your life so much more.

This isn’t to say that adults don’t care what other people think about them.  They sometimes do.  The problem is in caring what any other person cares about me.  Adults are a lot more choosy about whose opinion they care about.

So that’s my first piece of advice to you: remember that popularity is a made-up game.  It can be fun, but being good at it doesn’t help you in the real world.  You want to know somebody who never stopped playing the popularity game once she grew up?  Britney Spears.  It’s kind of sad, really.

Middle school is bigger.  You have more teachers.  There are more students.  It might feel a little scary at times.  But the teachers there want to help you just like your teachers here, so you won’t be alone.

Those Who Don’t Play
Now, some of you don’t really care about being popular.  If you’re pretty good at school, then you get enough ‘points’ from that.  If you had to give up half of your intelligence in exchange for being popular, you wouldn’t do it.  Really working on things you’re interested in takes up a lot of time, and popularity is not something you can do in your spare time.

These kids sometimes get picked on.  Especially in middle school.  But it’s not so much that you’re losing a game, you’re just playing a different game.  And one that’s more like the real world.  In the real world, it becomes more important to get the right answers and not just the answer your classmates think you should get.

But, for some of you, it would be hard to be popular even if you wanted to.  The social game of middle school has a lot of rules that just come out of nowhere.  You have to learn the rules by watching very subtle things that other people do and don’t do.

Did you know that most of what people communicate doesn’t use words?  Body language, facial expressions and tone of voice convey a whole lot.  So what do you do if you have a hard time recognizing facial expressions or body language?

Mostly just pay attention.  Be aware that there may be a lot of communication out there you’re not picking up on.  I’m not suggesting that you play the shallow middle-school popularity game if you don’t want to, but I think if you can at least learn some of the rules it’ll help you out.

Some Basic Social Rules

Rule #1: Find out things from people, not about people.

Rule #2: Tell a friend things yourself, don’t ask people to tell them things for you.

Rule #3: Knowing about someone isn’t the same as knowing someone.  Facts don’t imply relationship.

Imagine a number line.  Bigger numbers are on the right, smaller numbers on the left.  Right in the middle is “neutral”.  [Do fifth-graders know about negative numbers?]  Most people have an opinion of the people they know.  It might be a positive opinion, or it might be a negative opinion, but unless you’ve never met, seen or heard about someone, you probably don’t have a neutral opinion of them.

Okay, so back to the rules.

Rule #4: It doesn’t really matter what Bob says.  It mostly matters what Alice thought about Bob before he even talked to her.  Even a compliment is going to make her like Bob less if she had a negative opinion of him to begin with.

Rule #5: If someone isn’t interested, leave them alone.  That’s the only way to improve your score.

Tips

People might think you’re strange if:

· You follow people around

· You wait for people to show up where you know they’re going to be

· You touch people and they rarely touch you back

· You are always the initiator or the one doing the ‘seeking behavior’

· You leave anonymous notes

Some of you need to learn how to read body language better.  Here are some non-verbal cues to look for to tell if they’re probably not interested in being your friend

· They don’t look at you when you’re talking

· They never seek you out in a group

· They never ask questions when you’re talking

· They have closed body language

So my second piece of advice is this: some of you need to learn social skills a little better.  It will make your life easier for the next several years.

Thinking about Feelings
Before I go, I want to say one last thing.  Many middle school children I know are pretty impulsive; they just pretty much say the first thing that comes to their mind and they pretty much do whatever they feel like without thinking.  And that can be a problem.

I used to think that growing up was about becoming a different person.  I used to think that adults didn’t really understand feeling stupid or embarrassed.  I thought that it felt different to be a grownup.

But what I’ve learned is that your ‘you’ doesn’t change as you get older.  For the most part, how you feel about certain things doesn’t change.  It’s how you think about your feelings that changes.  And I think that’s one of the biggest differences between children and adults.  A 40-year-old might have almost the same feelings as a kid, but how she thinks about those feelings is going to be a lot different, and so how she acts based on those feelings is going to be way different.

And so that’s my last piece of advice: the more you think about things before you do them, the more like a grownup you’ll be.

