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Critical and Creative 
Thinking 

Did you know that being a good thinker can help your middle grader do bet-

ter in school, make good decisions, and deal with life’s challenges? If he knows 

how to evaluate information and think creatively, he’ll be better able to apply 

what he learns and handle everyday problems. Try these eight activities to 

practice thinking skills. 

1. Maintain crowd control 
Your tween will need to use logical thinking and good old-

fashioned teamwork for this challenge. Have family members 
stand on a blanket or in an area sectioned off with rope. Then, 
gradually shrink the space (say, by folding part of the blanket 
or moving the rope a little at a time). They will have to keep 
arranging themselves in different ways to stay inside the 
space. How small can the area get before they no longer fit?

2. He’s more like… 
Ask your child to 

decide whether family 
members or friends are 
more like one thing than 
another. For example, is 
his brother Josh more 
like a family car, a sports 
car, or an all-terrain 
vehicle? He will have to 
consider people’s person-
alities and the options to 
choose an answer. Once 

he does, he can explain his thinking. He might say Josh is 
always zooming here and there, so he reminds him of a sports 
car, while his friend Allen is like an all-terrain vehicle because 
he loves adventure.

3. Measure without numbers
Have your tween get different-sized containers to measure 

out exactly 4 oz. of water. For example, could she measure 4 
oz. using 3-oz., 6-oz., and 8-oz. containers? How about using 
just a 3-oz. and a 5-oz. container? What creative ways can she 
come up with to get the correct amount of water? Give her a 
measuring cup to 
check her results. 
Idea: Can she find 
a combination of 
containers that 
makes it impossi-
ble to measure 4 oz.?

Fast forward: Why it counts
Picture your child in the workplace 10–15 years from 

now. Will she have what it takes to thrive? Being a good 
thinker and problem solver will go a long way toward help-
ing her succeed.

Critical thinkers think for themselves. They look at and eval-
uate information to reach a logical conclusion or make an 
informed choice. This skill will let your tween analyze 
everything from math problems in school to marketing 
opportunities in a future job.

Creative thinkers are in the idea business. They can look at 
a task, challenge, or situation in multiple ways—so their 
thinking takes them where others might not go. Being 

creative allows your child to come up with clever approaches 
to presentations and papers. At work, it could help her think 
of better ways to handle customer service calls or develop 
new products her company might sell.  

Problem solvers identify what is wrong and figure out how to 
fix it. They compare solutions, pick the best one to try first, 
and keep going until they find a strategy that works. This kind 
of thinking and persistence is important in all schoolwork, 
from science experiments to research projects. And it can help 
your middle grader solve workplace issues, whether it’s mak-
ing sure colleagues get along better or streamlining a manufac-
turing process. 
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4. You don’t say
Encourage your tween to use language creatively with this 

game. Choose three words that everyone in the family has to 
avoid for an entire day. Pick ones that would be tough to do 
without (do, like, you). They will have to use other phrases to 
get the point across. Examples: “I want to try that” instead of 
“I want to do that” or “I’m fond of that movie” rather than “I 
like that movie.” Another day, select three more “forbidden” 
words! Idea: Pick a phrase that family members often use, 
such as “Just sayin’” or “My bad,” and make it off limits—see 
what creative new phrases your youngster can come up with 
that are more meaningful or accurate.

5. Pose creative questions
How would the world change if no one needed water? 

How might your child celebrate a holiday about socks? 
Together, brainstorm a list of interesting questions. Post your 
list, and add to it as you think of more. Then, talk about the 
questions over dinner. Hearing everyone’s answers will make 
for interesting and fun conversations. 

6. I’ve got this! 
Ask your middle schooler to write a “business 

plan” for solving a real problem he sees at home, at 
school, in your community, or around the world. 
For instance, maybe he is concerned about wasted 
food in the cafeteria. His plan could include 
launching an awareness campaign by making 
flyers about food waste and hunger, 
and designating a donation bin where 
students can place uneaten fresh 
fruit and unopened packaged foods. 
Finally, encourage him to take steps 
to put his plan into action. 

7. Engineer away
Suggest that your tween challenge her friends or family 

members to build something with household materials. Each 
person could decide what to create (a zip line for stuffed ani-
mals or a musical instrument). Then, gather materials like 
cardboard boxes, string, old toys, broken appliances, and 
tools. Display your creations, and take turns showing—and 
explaining—how they work. Variation: Have everyone collab-
orate on one big project. 

8. Make a Möbius strip
A Möbius strip is a twisted loop of paper that will stretch 

your middle grader’s thinking as he tries to analyze how it 
works. To make one, have him cut a 2ʺ x 11ʺ strip of paper 

and draw a line down the center. 
Next, he should hold opposite 

ends, twist the paper once in 
the center, and tape the ends 
together. Let him predict what 
will happen if he cuts along 
the line. (He will create a 
longer, thinner Möbius 
strip.) Why does he think 
it’s still in one piece? What 
will happen if he: 

 ● cuts it down the center 
again? 

 ● draws and cuts along a 
line closer to the edge of 
the strip?

 ● makes a new strip with 
two or three twists? 
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Healthy and 
Drug-Free 

Middle school is an exciting time. Your child is becoming 

familiar with a new world of classes and peers and growing 

into a young adolescent. But it is also a time of increased risk, 

since she may be exposed to alcohol, tobacco, and other drugs. 

The good news? You can have great influence over your tween’s 

choices. Consider these ways to help her avoid risky behaviors.  

Keep stress at bay
Young people sometimes turn to alcohol or other drugs 

when they are overwhelmed. So if your middle grader knows 
how to cope with stress, she’ll be less likely to use substances 
as an escape. 

Being on top of her schedule will go a long way toward 
helping her feel in control. Encourage your child to write her 
commitments and assignments in a planner, and remind her 
of upcoming appointments to add. Also, have her create rou-
tines for morning, after school, and bedtime to make life more 
predictable and her days easier to manage. For example, each 
evening she could put her backpack by the door and set out 
clothes and breakfast foods for the next morning. 

Teach coping skills by sharing ways you cope with stress. 
You might say, “I’ve had a tough day. I think I’ll take a bath to 
unwind.” Ask what makes her feel relaxed (perhaps reading 
or drawing). Suggest that she do those activities each day to 
stay calm. 

Watch for warning signs 
Symptoms of drug use can be similar to typical tween 

behaviors, so watch for whether they continue longer than 
normal or if two or more are happening together. Here are 
common warning signs:

• Withdrawing from family, friends, and activities 
• Significant drop in grades
• Unusually tired or overly 

energized 
• Unexplained nausea or 

vomiting 
• Red or flushed face, skin 

irritations, or bruises 
• Frequent nosebleeds 

or runny nose
• Spots around 

the mouth
• Increased use 

of eyedrops (to 
reduce redness)

• Sudden use of air fresheners or incense (to mask drug, 
cigarette, or alcohol odor)

• Unusual activity with money (frequently asking for money, 
selling items, stealing money) 

If you suspect your child is using drugs, check with his 
teachers and school counselor. Ask your youngster directly—
let him know you care about his safety and want to get him 
help. If he denies using drugs but symptoms continue, take 
him to the doctor. You can also call the Partnership for Drug-
Free Kids helpline (855-378-4373). 
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Find healthy activities
Pursuing wholesome activities will fill your tween’s free 

time when he might otherwise get into trouble. They can also 
help him meet adults and peers who are good influences and 
give him a chance to develop new skills. In turn, those skills 
may boost his self-esteem and prevent drug use. 

Have your middle grader check the school office or website 
for extracurricular offerings and look into community center 
programs, too. He could also consider volunteering for a cause 
(say, collecting books for a children’s hospital). Encourage him 
to chat with friends to see what they do after school—he may 
want to join a club or play a sport with a buddy.

Keep communication lines open  
Talking regularly with your middle schooler about drugs and 

alcohol is one of the best ways to keep her from experimenting. 
Start by asking what she knows about these substances. Make it 
clear she’s not allowed to try them. Point out that using mind-
altering drugs at her age is especially harmful because her brain 
and body are still growing. Also, focus on risks that will matter 
to her like getting kicked off her sports team, losing friends, or 
embarrassing herself. If she has questions, answer them if you 
can, or tell her you’ll find out the facts.

Then, discuss ways for her to turn down alcohol or drugs. 
She might simply say, “No, thanks” and walk away. Or she 
could try humor. (“I like my brain the way it is.”) Another 
idea is to use school or activities as an excuse. (“I have a test 
tomorrow” or “I can’t risk my swim coach finding out.”) Note: 
Make sure she knows she can contact you for a ride or help 
getting out of an uncomfortable situation.  

Drugs: Be in the know 
Depending on where you live, some of these drugs may 

be more popular than others. Ask school officials or local 
police what they see most often, and read online handbooks 
like drugfree.org/drug-guide.  

Alcohol. Kids who start drinking at younger ages have a 
much greater chance of becoming addicted. Keep an eye on 
alcohol if you have it at home (for instance, checking the 
level in liquor bottles). Better yet, lock it up. 

Nicotine. While smoking is on the decline among young 
people, e-cigarettes are gaining in popularity. They may help 
adults wean themselves off of regular cigarettes, but using 
e-cigs to inhale nicotine-based vapor can get 
young people hooked. 

Marijuana. Surveys show that many ado-
lescents don’t see “weed” as risky anymore—
especially since it’s legal for adults in some 
states. Explain that marijuana carries special 
dangers for adolescent brains. In addition 
to being illegal for children, it can damage 
attention and memory, making it harder 
for kids to learn.

Inhalants. Ordinary household products like shoe polish, 
glue, and spray paint can be inhaled or sniffed to get high. 
Your child might not realize they present serious hazards, 
including liver, lung, kidney, and brain damage, heart 
attacks, and even death. 

Over-the-counter and prescription drugs. Some 
kids use cough syrup, painkillers, tranquilizers, antidepres-
sants, sleeping pills, or stimulants (such as ADHD medi-
cines), thinking they aren’t as dangerous as “regular” drugs. 
However, they are habit-forming and harmful—and even 

deadly—if not used as directed. Lock them 
in cabinets, and dispose of unneeded 

medications immediately. 

Heroin. The use of heroin is increas-
ing rapidly—and so are deaths from 
overdoses on this dangerous drug. 
Because some heroin users are first 
addicted to prescription opioids, 
dispense one dose at a time if they’re 
prescribed for your tween, and keep 
them away from her otherwise.
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Character Traits for 
Success

Lily doesn’t give up, even when a school subject or sport is difficult. 

 James is determined to reach his goals—and has a plan for doing so.   

 These students possess positive character traits like grit and drive. 

Here are ways to develop these and other important qualities in your 

middle grader.

GRIT: mental toughness and courage

Be the tortoise
Remind your middle grader of the story “The Tortoise and 

the Hare.” The hare is a faster animal, but the tortoise had 
grit: He kept going even when the race was tough—and he 
won. Encourage your tween to collect “tortoise moments” 
from her own life. She can write about them in a journal or 
take photos of her successes. For instance, she might snap a 
picture of an awesome test grade in her toughest subject. Or 
she could describe her sense of accomplishment when she 
learned a difficult new dive.

Take good risks
Middle schoolers like to take risks. Encourage your child 

to channel this adventurous spirit in positive ways. He might 
submit a painting to an art exhibit or enter a STEM competi-
tion, for example. Whether or not his artwork is accepted or 
he wins the contest, he can feel proud that he had the courage 
to try!

DRIVE: energy and determination 
to succeed

My motto 
Encourage your child to come up with personal mottos that 

remind him to stay determined. Suggest that he keep them 
simple and fun so they’re easy to remember—for instance, 
“I’m going to rock this!” He could write each motto in big, 
colorful letters on poster board and decorate it with drawings 
and designs. Then if he’s struggling with a class project or hav-
ing trouble learning his lines for the school play, he can glance 
at his poster for motivation to keep going.

Imagine the future
Where would your youngster like to be in 10 years? Have 

her write a letter to her future self outlining goals she’s deter-
mined to achieve. Thinking about the future can inspire her to 
stay driven. Example: “Dear Future Self, I am 12 years old. I love 
using apps, and I dream about developing new ones myself. I 
hope you have created and sold at least five cool apps by now.”
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Darleen Girsh, School Counselor



Character Traits for Success  Page 2

Middle Years
Resources for Educators, a division of CCH Incorporated  ■ 128 N. Royal Avenue, Front Royal, VA 22630  ■ 540-636-4280

© 2016 Resources for Educators, a division of CCH Incorporated

MY16xx495E

OPTIMISM: a feeling or belief that good 
things will take place 

Seek out good news 
Show your middle grader newspaper or magazine articles 

about good things like a dolphin rescue or a school that raised 
money for cancer research. If troubling issues do come up, 
point out a silver lining if possible. (“Look how the whole 
community came together after the storm.”) Idea: Start a 
nightly ritual of sharing positive news from each of your days.

Start on a positive note
When your tween starts a new class or joins the debate 

team, encourage him to list all of the positive things that 
could happen. In his class, he might discover a new favorite 
author, learn about a job he may consider in the future, or 
make a friend. On the debate team, maybe he’ll find a cause 
he’s passionate about, or perhaps the public speaking practice 
will help him give better presentations in school.

CURIOSITY: the desire to learn or know 
more about something

“I wonder…” 
Wondering out loud on a regular basis can spark curiosity 

in your tween. While driving, you might say something like 
“I wonder what would change if everyone drove electric cars.” 
That might lead him to wonder about what would happen to 
gas stations or whether we would still need sound barriers on 
highways. Encourage him to share his “wonderings,” and fol-
low up on his questions, too.

Build on interests 
Know what your mid-

dle grader is into—and 
use those interests to 
boost her curiosity in 
other areas. For instance, 
if she loves architecture 
but says history is 

boring, encourage her to notice buildings in her history book 
and on websites. She can investigate why they were designed 
as they were, leading her to learn more about society during 
that time period. 

INTEGRITY: honesty and fairness 

Encourage honesty 
Tell your tween about situations where you show integrity. 

Maybe you served on a jury and, as instructed, didn’t discuss 
the case with your family, even though it was an interesting 
one. Or explain to her how you keep track of business receipts 
carefully so you make sure you pay taxes fairly. 

Plan ahead
Help your middle grader practice ways to show integrity 

in the face of peer pressure. Together, come up with things he 
could say if a friend asks him for test answers or encourages 
him to sneak out to a party. (“It’s not right, and besides, we’ll 
both fail if we’re caught” or “No way, my parents trust me, 
and I’m not messing that up.”)

FLEXIBILITY: the ability and willingness to 
adapt to new or changing circumstances

Roll with the punches 
Do pop quizzes or 

rained-out soft-
ball games 
throw your 
child for a 
loop? Share sit-
uations where 
you’ve been flex-
ible, such as when 
you had to cover for a 
colleague who called in 
sick or when you ran out of an ingredient while making din-
ner. Then, when your tween is faced with an unexpected 
challenge, help him brainstorm alternatives. Say the neighbor 
he babysits for moves away. He could look for a new family to 
sit for or think of different ways to earn money, such as mow-
ing lawns or walking dogs.

Change your strategy
Flexible people are willing to try different approaches. When 

your youngster has to do a science fair project or a creative writ-
ing assignment, suggest that she list various ideas for topics. 
She’ll see that there’s more than one way to do something—and 
she’ll have ideas to fall back on if her first one doesn’t pan out. 


