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The images used throughout this document
were drawn by children who participated in family
interviews and focus groups across Ontario
during the development of On MY Way.

The Ministry of Children and Youth Services
would like to extend a sincere thank you to all of
the artists and their families for allowing the

use of their drawings in this resource.
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WELGOME!

ABOUT THIS RESOURCE

On MY Way: A Guide to Support Middle Years Child
Development is a comprehensive developmental
framework to support children ages 6-12, and is based
on up-to-date evidence on middle childhood development.

Through an emerging, growing body of research, we know
that the middle years is a critical period of transition and
development with lifelong impacts. However, the body of
evidence on middle childhood development is relatively
small compared to that for the early years (from birth

to age six) and youth (ages 12-25). Further, research on
development during this period is not as widely and readily
available compared to the other stages.

This resource describes what the leading research tells

us about how middle years children are changing across
Cognitive, Physical, Emotional, Social and Communication
domains. It also considers the role that individual self, spirit,
context and culture play in influencing these changes.

It describes what parents, caregivers and other caring
adults can do to support optimal development during
middle childhood, and helps define the most critical
opportunities for early interventions that will have an
impact on the future. It also supports evidence-based
planning and service delivery by community partners,
educators, service providers, philanthropic partners,
municipal partners, and policy and decision makers —
all with a shared goal of supporting optimal middle
years child development.

By working to connect more individuals and organizations
with research on what middle years children need, we
improve our collective ability to effectively support the
wellbeing of our children.
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Who is this for?

This resource is intended for all those who play a role in or
influence the lives of middle years children, including:

e parents, caregivers and caring adults

e Elders, Senators™ and traditional knowledge keepers **
e community leaders and community groups

® educators and learning institutions

e agencies and organizations that serve children

¢ health care providers

¢ planners, policy makers and decision makers

¢ philanthropic organizations and individuals

How do | use it?

Child development is an interconnected and fluid process.
It is experienced through the lens of culture and identity,
and influenced by experience and context. As a result,
development is best understood and supported with the
whole child in mind.

Accordingly, this resource is intended to be read as a
whole. It should be viewed with the understanding that
each child’s developmental journey is unique and is
shaped by their experience and context, or circumstances.
Reading only one section or domain within the document
will not present the full picture of how middle years
children are growing, learning and developing during

this period.

The reader also needs to keep in mind that child
development is dynamic, and does not move in a straight
line. Children move along the developmental continuum
at their own pace.

“Senators” have a special place in Métis culture, the Métis Nation of Ontario and in its governance structure. Highly respected for their knowledge,
values, and experience, Senators provide an elder’s presence at community events and meetings, and they help to keep Métis culture alive by

sharing Métis traditions and ways of life (Métis Nation of Ontario).

** “Traditional knowledge keepers” include Elders, Senators and other people who pass down knowledge of Indigenous culture and traditions.



FOCUSING N
IIDDLE CHILDHOOD

The middle years refer to the period in life
between early childhood and adolescence.
Generally, child development experts consider
children between the ages of 6-12 as being
in their middle years.
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THE IMPORTANCE OF THE MIDDLE YEARS

Today’s middle years children

Ontario is home to more than one million children ages 6—12. This number
is expected to increase to 1.26 million in the next 20 years.! Because of
Ontario’s aging population, this group is becoming a smaller, yet ever more
important part of our province.

Middle years children in Ontario today are different from any generation before
them. They are growing up in a dynamic time of rapid change. Technology
plays an increasingly prominent role in children’s lives, and brings with it many
new opportunities as well as challenges.

Ontario’s middle years children are very diverse, with 32 per cent identified
as being a visible minority and 45.5 per cent identified as first or second
generation Canadians? While most middle years children in Ontario are
thriving, some children in certain groups face greater challenges than others.

A distinct and important stage of development

There is new and emerging research that sheds greater light on this important
developmental stage. The middle years are now understood as a key
developmental turning point that set the foundation for personal identity,
lifelong skills, habits and values.

Middle childhood is a period when children are exploring who they are and
who they want to be, establishing basic skills and health habits, grappling
with puberty, physical changes and gender roles, making friendships and
forming attitudes about the world they live in, and taking first steps toward
independence. This is a time of challenge as well as opportunity for children
and for the people caring for them. Families, extended families, and caring
communities all play a central role in supporting children throughout the
middle years.
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The middle years are also a time when early indicators of
mental health and behavioural and learning challenges
become more visible, and when early interventions

can make a significant impact on long-term outcomes.
Parents, caregivers and other caring adults can support
children during this critical window by providing them
with the opportunities and resources to help them thrive,
and by identifying “early warning signs” of mental health,
behavioural, and learning challenges.

BRIDGING THE EARLY YEARS
AND YOUTH

On MY Way: A Guide to Support Middle Years Child
Development bridges the existing early years and youth
developmental frameworks. Resources for the early
years include How Does Learning Happen? Ontario’s
Pedagogy for the Early Years, which provides a resource
to guide programming and pedagogy in early years
programs; and Early Learning for Every Child Today,
which includes a developmental continuum for children
from infancy to school-age.

To support youth development, the Ontario government
released Stepping Stones: A Resource on Youth
Development to guide supports and services for young
people between the ages of 12 and 25.

Together, these developmental frameworks form a
continuum of resources to support optimal development
and improve outcomes for children and youth from birth
to age 25, along the life course.



http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/childcare/HowLearningHappens.pdf
http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/childcare/HowLearningHappens.pdf
http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/childcare/oelf/continuum/continuum.pdf
http://www.children.gov.on.ca/htdocs/English/professionals/steppingstones/youth_policy.aspx
http://www.children.gov.on.ca/htdocs/English/professionals/steppingstones/youth_policy.aspx
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HOW THIS RESOURCE WAS DEVELOPED

Research on middle childhood development:
Thirteen new research papers were developed by leading
Canadian researchers to compile current evidence on
middle childhood development.

Researcher think tank: A research forum was

held with approximately 35 leading child development
researchers on key topics related to health

middle years development.

Discussions with families: Focus group discussions
and one-on-one interviews were conducted with
approximately 100 parents and caregivers to hear their
stories and perspectives.

Middle years parent/caregiver experience survey:
A survey asked more than 1,400 parents and caregivers
about their experiences raising middle years children,
including the challenges they face and the supports
they receive.

Community workshops: A series of workshops across
the province engaged 165 community partners and
service providers to gain insights on supporting middle
years child and family wellbeing.

Strategic roundtable: A roundtable was held with
more than 60 provincial partners and stakeholders to
discuss strategic priorities and outcomes for middle
years children.

Premier’s Council on Youth Opportunities:
The Premier’s Council on Youth Opportunities
provided valuable insights on priorities, outcomes
and opportunities to improve the wellbeing of all
middle years children.

Indigenous partners: The provincial government
worked closely with Indigenous partners through the
Ontario Indigenous Children and Youth Strategy Technical
Tables and through a review of Indigenous partners’
submissions for the Ontario Indigenous Children and
Youth Strategy and changes to the Child and Youth
Family Services Act to ensure that the perspectives of
First Nations, Métis, Inuit and urban Indigenous partners
were integrated into this resource.

W%M‘ﬁ‘ﬂwy\véﬂur‘%%vww
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A BALANCED AND WHOLISTIC
VIEW OF DEVELOPMENT

This resource provides an overview of the core skills,
competencies and developmental milestones that
children typically attain during middle childhood.
Development can be seen through five domains
(see Figure A):

Figure A

PRYSICAL

DEVELOMERT

'E_msnmvf

DEVELDRERT

Development is interdependent

Development does not occur along a straight line. We
have identified five domains or areas of development —

7

cognitive, emotional, social, physical, and commmunication

— that are constantly at work influencing and building

upon one another. Developmental domains are

interdependent, and progress in one supports progress

in others. Promoting optimal development involves
encouragement and support to achieve balance and
growth across all of these domains.
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A way of looking at this is to consider how a child’s
brain development may begin to enable them

to recognize others, and become aware of others’
perspectives. This in turn, enables them to have more
connected social interactions, and as a result further
develop their social skills, as well as practice their
growing communication skills.

Similarly, when a child experiences challenges across
one developmental domain, this will impact other aspects
of their development.

If this is the case, why do we break child development
into different domains? The answer is that they are an
entry point.

Thinking in terms of the different domains allows us to
break down and understand all of the different changes
that are taking place. This is useful in understanding
developmental “events” or what is happening in children,
their influences, and how we support optimal outcomes
as children develop through their middle years.

Influences and context are key

Children in the middle years are seeking independence,
exploring a dynamic and influential new world of friends,
teachers, school staff, coaches and traditional knowledge
keepers, and establishing new social identities in what is
to them an increasingly broad community.

At the same time, middle years children are dependent
on the care and support they receive at home, in their
schools and in their communities. From giving children
a sense of comfort and safety to guiding their emaotional
and cognitive development, parents and caregivers
and other caring adults in the community have a very
important role to play. The positive influence of caring
adults on the development of children is an essential
component of Ontario’s Middle Years Strategy.

The best way for children to grow and develop
successfully is for all of the significant influencers

in their lives to be working together to support

them. This includes families and extended families,
schools, after-school programs, service providers and
other caring adults in the community.

Every child is unique and develops at
their own pace

Children of all abilities and from all backgrounds develop
physically, socially, emotionally and cognitively, and they
all develop communication skills. However, the ways that
children develop across these domains differs widely.
Each child is unique and develops at their own pace.

A child’s developmental journey occurs along a path
shaped by their own experience, context, social and
environmental factors.

Because of these differences, it is important to avoid the
concept of “normal” development. No one developmental
pathway can be generalized to include all children.

Valuing all children equally means respecting the diversity
of their developmental journeys. This resource takes an
inclusive view of child development, so that all children
can see themselves reflected in it.



FAMILIES MATTER

Families and extended families play a critical role in
supporting middle years child development. Children live
in many different types of families, including those that
are led by one parent, multiple parents, grandparent(s),
foster parent(s) or other caregiver(s). Some families are
large and extended, while others are small. Friends and
neighbours may also be a part of the extended family
support network. There is no single way to be a family.
Every type of family can be a source of strength for
middle years children.

Parents and caregivers are often a child’s best support
and champion. The most effective supports for children
are those that have the overall child and family wellbeing
in mind. The Ontario government acknowledges that
supporting our children means supporting families.
Children don’t exist and grow in isolation. Parents and
caregivers are the experts on their children.

However, parents and caregivers sometimes need
help. While most families in Ontario are thriving, some
face significant pressures and challenges. Poverty,
intergenerational and colonial trauma, special needs,
language barriers, settlement challenges, racism and
discrimination are all factors that can affect the needs
and resilience of parents and caregivers. Supporting
families and creating the conditions for all families

to thrive is the best way to support optimal child
development and ensure a promising future for all
Ontario children.

Focusing on Middle Childhood 9

RESPECTING INDIGENOUS
PERSPECTIVES ON WELLBEING

Indigenous people in Ontario include many First Nations,
Inuit, Métis and urban Indigenous communities. There

is a rich diversity within and across Indigenous cultures.
This diversity extends to where Indigenous peoples

live, the languages that they speak, each community’s
system of governance, cultural traditions and practices
(including child rearing practices and norms), and how
services are accessed and delivered.®

Indigenous families

When considering Indigenous perspectives on wellbeing
and child development, it is important to understand the
traumatic impact of colonization on Indigenous families
and communities. Colonial trauma continues to impact
the wellbeing of Indigenous families and communities to
this day. The roots of this trauma stem from policies and
practices that specifically sought to disrupt and destroy
Indigenous cultural traditions, family and community
structures and child rearing practices.

The residential school system forcibly removed children
from nourishing, loving families and communities; placed
them in institutions that prohibited them from practicing
their cultural traditions and speaking their Indigenous
languages; and left them vulnerable to violence, abuse
and isolation.

Colonial policies have resulted in widespread
intergenerational impacts, including the disruption of
traditional Indigenous parenting styles.* The Truth and
Reconciliation Commission noted that residential school
survivors have asked for support to regain traditional
parenting practices and values.
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Many Indigenous families in Ontario today are led by
vulnerable parents facing a range of challenges. Twelve
per cent of Indigenous families are headed by parents
under the age of 25 years, and 27 per cent are headed
by single mothers.’ Indigenous families experience
poverty at greater rates than non-Indigenous families,
and Indigenous people have a disability rate that is twice
the national average.®

Despite these issues, the rich cultural knowledge
systems and child rearing practices of Indigenous
peoples are being widely practiced and transmitted by
Indigenous families today.”® These include participating
in land-based activities, sharing in traditional or
“country foods” (e.g., fish and wildlife), and supporting
Indigenous language learning.

Indigenous wellbeing

A common element across Indigenous cultures is

an understanding that wellbeing is interdependent,

and involves individual, family, extended family and
community welloeing.® Wellbeing is an all-encompassing
and wholistic concept, and includes having self-esteem,
personal dignity, cultural identity, connectedness,
balance and harmony across one’s physical, emotional,
mental and spiritual self.'

The stages of life are celebrated as each person brings
forward different gifts and has a role in contributing to
the wellbeing of the whole community. The life cycle
reflects the interdependency of individuals, families and
communities and their responsibilities to each other."

Belonging within a family and community is one of the
most important indicators of Indigenous wellbeing.'
Culturally-based systems of care place the child at the
centre of societies, with parents, grandparents, aunties
and uncles and traditional knowledge keepers as
teachers, nurturers, and protectors.'® Traditional social
structures provide children with a sense of belonging and
an identity based on “every day good living”, ensuring the
continuity of a traditional way of life. Young people growing
up in these cultures are supported to develop a strong
sense of self which is expressed through responsibility to
the community.

Cultural learning and development

It is crucial for the wellbeing of Indigenous children,
families and communities to preserve the culture

and identity of Indigenous children. Cultural learning

and development of one’s self and spirit is a core
developmental need for Indigenous children and cuts
across all of the developmental domains. First Nations and
Inuit youth have indicated that culture provides them with
balance and healthy relationships.'* A strong self-identity
is dependent on young people being grounded in their
Indigenous culture and is needed to counter the impact

of intergenerational trauma and its lifelong effects.'® The
United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous
Peoples acknowledges the rights of Indigenous peoples to
revitalize, use, develop and transmit cultural learning.'®

Cultural structures and methods of cultural learning differ
across and within First Nations, Métis and Inuit cultures.

These examples of cultural structures highlight the range
of opportunities to promote cultural learning for Indigenous
middle years children.




Elders, Senators and traditional knowledge keepers and
community leaders also play a key role in mentoring
Indigenous young people, passing on traditional
knowledge, and supporting children and youth to build
confidence and a strong sense of self.
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Examples of Cultural Structures':

language
beading
naming
circles
customs
legends

art

ceremony
land-based
clan teachings
social activities
community
dance

music

LAAAAALAN AN

rituals

hunting
welcoming

food

diet

crafts

songs

family

extended family
cultural family
gathering
custom adoption
pipe ceremonies
drum ceremonies
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Transformed relationships

First Nations, Métis and Inuit families and communities
are in the best position to define their own needs and
identify the supports they require to help their children
and families thrive. First Nations, Métis and Inuit services
are best when they are designed and delivered by and
for First Nations, Métis or Inuit communities.

The right to Indigenous self-determination must be
respected by anyone seeking to support an Indigenous
child. Each First Nations, Métis and Inuit community
has a unique cultural, social, historical and political
context. Perspectives or cultural traditions should
never be generalized across all First Nations, Métis and
Inuit groups. Service providers should make contact
and work in partnership with the relevant Indigenous
organizations and communities, particularly when they
are considering providing support and services to
Indigenous children and families.

Working toward reconciliation and transformed
relationships between Indigenous and non-Indigenous
families, communities and partners is a shared
responsibility. The middle years provide a rich
opportunity to reinforce, teach and support all children—
including those who are Indigenous and those who are
not—to participate as knowledgeable, respectful and
active partners in reconciliation.

Middle childhood is a crucial period to support identity
formation, cultural learning and spirit development.

For Indigenous middle years children and their families
and communities, this period presents an important
opportunity to reinforce a strong foundation in family and
community, and a lifelong connection to self, spirit and
culture, which cuts across all domains of development
and equips Indigenous children to thrive.
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UNDERSTANDING

DEVELOPMENT IN THE

MIDDLE YEARY

The following section provides a detailed
overview of the major developmental milestones
and events taking place throughout middle
childhood across each of the five domains of
development—cognitive, emotional, social,
physical, and communication.

Together, these domains help to paint a picture
about what is happening developmentally in
the life of a child. It is important to note that
each domain describes development under
optimal circumstances.



Cognitive development

is the construction of

thought processes, including
remembering, problem-solving,
and decision making, from
childhood through adolescence
to adulthood. Supports of
cognitive health include adequate,
affordable, fresh and nutritious
food, accessible transportation,
and safe and secure housing.
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The Importance of Sleep

Sleep has a strong influence on a
number of critical brain functions.
These include learning and
memory, executive functioning,
academic performance, emotional
perception, reactivity and
regulation, attention span, creativity
and problem-solving. During the
middle years, inadequate or poor
quality sleep can lead to irritability,
hyperactivity, impulsiveness,
increased risk-taking and mental
health issues. As well, shorter
sleep duration can affect hormone
levels, which is associated with an
increased risk for obesity, diabetes
and hypertension.?%2"22 Studies
have consistently shown that short
sleep duration is associated with
weight gain and the development
of obesity.23

Understanding Development in the Middle Years 13

OGNITIVE DEVELOPMENT

The cognitive development of children in the middle years can
be organized into three different areas: 1) brain development
and processing; 2) learning and reasoning skills; and

3) behavioural learning. Each of these is outlined below.

BRAIN DEVELOPMENT AND PROCESSING

How the brain is changing

A child’s brain develops significantly very early in their lives, and then another
burst of development occurs in middle childhood, between the ages of five and
nine.'® This launches a period of time when a child’s brain is primed for learning
— they have greater adaptability or “plasticity,” and are open to change.

Various types of development are taking place during this time. First, the various
processing parts of the brain are developing and maturing, starting with those
regions that affect vision, hearing, touch and movement. This is followed by

the areas related to memory and language, and then by the frontal regions and
systems that integrate and process information and support executive functioning.

During these middle years, children’s brains are going through actual physical
changes. The outer layer of the brain, the cerebral cortex (often called

“grey matter”) is thickening and then thinning in specific regions as the brain
continues to mature. There are also notable changes in growth patterns at
the start of puberty.

While all of this is going on, there is also a great deal of “rewiring” occurring as
different areas of the brain become increasingly interconnected and efficient
and develop greater processing speed. During puberty, there are also significant
changes in brain chemistry. Together, these processes of growth, maturation
and change are associated with the development of intelligence, language,
memory, visual-spatial, numeracy, literacy, social information processing,
response and inhibition skills.™®
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Sensory and perceptual abilities

There are differences in the way the brains of adults and children receive and
process visual information and the ways in which they understand spatial
relationships. There is a transition during the middle years in the sensory and
perceptual abilities of children, which is to say how they think and feel about
the world. While children younger than six years prefer looking and thinking
about things in a detailed, specific way, after the age of six they prefer focusing
on the broader, or global, information they see.?*

The ability to organize visual information into meaningful patterns and
understand where things are in space improves in middle childhood,?® and
two-dimensional visual-spatial functioning becomes fully developed.?®

As noted above, there is a thickening in the area of the brain that supports
these abilities that occurs sometime between the ages of 10-12 (and generally
earlier for girls than boys). By age 12-14, a child’s ability to respond to complex
visual tasks is close to that of adults, while the perception of complex visual
scenes is still developing.?”

Memory

Significant improvements occur in the memory capacities of children during
the middle years. Episodic memory, which is the ability to recall specific events,
improves, as does procedural memory, which is the part of long-term memory
that stores information on how to perform certain actions and activities, such
as walking, talking and riding a bike. Finally, what is referred to as working
memory also improves. This is the ability to keep relevant information readily
available and apply it to the tasks at hand.?%2°

Higher levels of brain functioning

During the middle years, there is a gradual increase in inquiry, investigating,
logical thinking and problem-solving. Children are asking more questions,
and doing a better job of analyzing the answers. They are occasionally able to
think, “what if?” based on concrete life examples.

The thickening of the part of the brain that supports planning, organizing,
strategizing, and paying attention peaks at ages 11-12 (earlier for girls).
As a result, there is frequently improved behaviour and self-regulation
among children in their later middle years.

AP PN N Y
The Challenge of Multi-Tasking

It is hard for children in their
middle years to filter out irrelevant
and distracting information during
learning. Multi-tasking, such as using
multiple digital devices while learning,
makes memory much less accessible
for recall. As a result, learning while
multi-tasking is not easy during the
middle years (or at any age). The most
beneficial way for children at this age
to learn and to remember is through
mono-tasking — that is, focusing on
one task at a time.%°
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LEARNING AND REASONING SKILLS =y

. . . A ()
Developing learning strategies |““~-_ =4 LT (0 Ly

Children in their middle years are gradually becoming better at learning.

They develop a number of traits that are useful in the learning process, such
as curiosity, creativity, imagination, cooperation, confidence, commitment,
enthusiasm, and persistence.®! They begin to understand cause and effect.®?
While their ability to pay attention and concentrate on tasks will vary,3® this is a
time when children are becoming more aware of strategies to improve their
memory and learning.®* Essentially, they are learning how to learn.

Drawing conclusions and critical thinking

Throughout the middle years, children are increasingly able to collect, organize
and integrate information and ideas from various sources. In addition, they are
learning to question and predict, examine and analyze opinions, identify values and
issues, detect bias and distinguish between alternatives. In fact, they are learning
how to think critically about things. The development of these early critical literacy
skills means children at this age are able to start to look beyond what is literally
said or written, and determine what it actually means.

BEHAVIOURAL LEARNING

Self-monitoring, behaviour and impulse control

The areas of the brain that regulate impulses are among the last to develop.

This stage of brain development during the middle years results in children beginning
to experience an increase in self-control. They are better able to pay attention, better
able to regulate their emotions, and better able to inhibit impulsive behaviour.

Developing greater self-control tends to provide many benefits to children,

including being more successful, getting into less trouble, doing better at school

and having an easier time developing friendships. Some children are more susceptible

to challenging emotions such as anger or sadness. In some cases, these children

will have a harder time developing self-regulation skills. A number of strategies have

been identified for helping children learn self-control. Music lessons, learning a second

language, aerobic exercise, martial arts and yoga are some of the most popular and

effective, as they involve repeated practice and are progressively more challenging.

For children that are experiencing significant challenges with self-regulation, Please note: Social learning,
a children’s mental health program that focuses on self regulation and the development which is also impacted by
of social competencies may be helpful. Research has found that children in the changes in the brain, is

covered in the section on
i i i - H H 35
middle years are good candidates for learning self-regulation strategies. Social Development, page 31.
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Decision making and impulse control

In the early middle years, prior to puberty, taking risks is mainly related to

a lower understanding of risk and less general impulse control. The ability
to make good decisions depends on many factors, including the ability to
stay focused and avoid distractions and this improves with maturity. As well,
impulse control, anticipation of future consequences, strategic planning and
resistance to peer influence all increase with age.

Later in the middle years, children learn how to assess risk, respond to
threatening situations and protect themselves from a variety of social issues,
such as bullying, violence, substance abuse and technology-related threats.®®
They also develop the decision making and communication skills needed to
resist pressures to engage in behaviours that can lead to injury or harm. In this
period, children may take risks due to a desire for immediate reward and a
need to seek out thrills.®” This behaviour is linked to the hormonal changes and
resulting brain changes that occur in puberty. This type of behaviour is thought
to be more strongly related to puberty than to age.383940

The middle years are a key time to reinforce prevention supports. While

early adolescents are generally not inclined to participate in risky behaviour,
peer pressure can activate and increase activity in the reward regions of

the brain and encourage risk-taking.*“? However, children will make fewer
risky decisions when a low-risk or cautious peer is present. As well, they

tend to make safer decisions when they are with a parent/caregiver or other
responsible adult, compared to when they are alone. As children near puberty
and adolescence, discussions about wellbeing should begin to include ways
that children can protect themselves from potential threats such as cigarette
smoking, alcohol and drug consumption and unsafe sexual activity.*344

Importantly, when children engage in positive social behaviour, such as
volunteering, it changes the way their brain reacts in threatening contexts and
may reduce risk-taking behaviour. Creating more opportunities for children to
engage in positive activities may reduce the feeling of reward they experience
in potentially dangerous situations.*®

Risk-taking and safety

Not all risk-taking behaviour is a problem. In many cases, it can help children
engage in new behaviours and thereby learn new skills. This type of risk-taking
is best undertaken when emotions are not involved, using deliberate, analytical
decision making.*® Ensuring children’s safety can be a balancing act for
parents and caregivers.

/\f"&,(" ‘\\'f“"&,‘j"" %«f .“-'}"J.'féL ﬂx%\mJ”%'w

Programs and activities that target
sensation-seeking and impulsiveness
and address specific emotional and
behavioural problems help children
to improve self-regulation and have
been shown to reduce behaviours
that can lead to addiction. Programs
would include those that teach the
consequences of taking risks and
provide opportunities for healthy
risk-taking activities.
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Unsupervised travel and outdoor play benefit children through physical activity and can help them acquire confidence
and independence. However, the benefits have to be weighed against concerns about strangers, bullies and traffic.
Research has revealed that hyper-parenting—a parenting style in which parents or caregivers are very involved in
managing every aspect of their child’s life—can limit physical activity, and when children are closely supervised outside,
they are less active.*’
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Healthy and Responsible Use of Technology

Technology plays an increasingly prominent role in our from technology have a number of benefits. Children
lives. Children are now being exposed to technology who spend less time in front of a screen are less
almost from infancy, more often, and for longer periods likely to exhibit negative behaviours, such as bullying
of time. A 2014 survey of school age children revealed and fighting.*®

that children are encountering technology at younger
ages. Close to half (49 per cent) of Grade 4 students
have access to their own cell phone or someone
else’s.“® Technology is also part of many learning
environments and is increasingly used to help make
social connections. At the same time there is a “digital

Parents and caregivers can moderate the possible
harmful effects that technology use can have on
children.?' To help children use technology in safe,
responsible and healthy ways, parents and
caregivers can:

divide”, where disparities in access to technology » Model safe, responsible and healthy technology use.
are impacted by income, literacy, geography and * Regularly talk with children about safe and
broadband access. responsible use of technology and about their

online lives.

¢ Set limits on the use of technology (e.g., no
texting during meal times, before bedtime or at
family events).

e Be aware of children’s Internet activities and what
they can access. Create rules that you and your
child can agree to, and incorporate technology
that provides parental controls.

e |ocate devices in an open area of the home where
you can monitor what the children are doing.

e Encourage your child to lead a balanced life and
engage in “offline” activities and face-to-face
social time and play.

e Support your child to set priorities and organize
their time (e.g., doing homework before spending

There are both benefits and risks associated with
exposure to digital technology. While the Internet,
social media, and other communication platforms
can give children the ability to interact with the world
around them and the opportunity to develop as
digital citizens, there are risks to its inappropriate or
over use. Time spent in front of a screen and intense
audio-visual stimulation in childhood can affect the
way the brain is wired, social functioning, sleep and
mental and physical health. More time in front of a
screen means that it takes more stimulation to get
the brain’s attention and children are more at risk for
attention deficit disorder, learning problems and risky
behaviours. Parents need to be aware that individual
children may respond differently to the same kinds of

i time online).
technology. . )
e Spend time learning about the . ——
Guidelines from the Canadian Pediatric Society Internet and video games that — ! %
q a q r s
recommend that recreational screen time (TV, are popular in i kbl
computer, video games, multimedia phones) be limited your child’s age group and join | / .;-," [
to no more than two hours each day for children them in these activities.*? - |

between ages 5-11. Evidence indicates that breaks
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: PRYSICAL

PHYSIGAL DEVELOPMENT

Children in the middle years are steadily growing. It is important to remember, however, that
physical changes occur at different ages and rates, and can differ greatly among children.
This is particularly true between ages 9-12.%354% There is a clear link between good physical
health and good physical development during these years, and good nutrition and exercise
are critical to children’s overall development.

GROWTH

During the middle years, most children experience a rapid growth spurt,

both in height and weight. For girls, the growth spurt tends to occur between
ages 9-13 typically starting at 10 and peaking at 12 years of age. For boys,

it generally happens between ages 11-15 with a peak at age 14. During this
time, children can grow between five and eight centimetres and gain as much
as 2.75 kilograms in a year.*® In general, girls gain more weight and height
during this time period than do boys. This growth marks the beginning of
adolescence, and sex-related differences start to become more evident.®”

Strength and endurance

In the early middle years, children tend to have limited muscular endurance,
and there is no significant difference in the physical abilities of boys and girls.
Starting at age seven, children’s muscular strength increases slowly and
steadily until age 13 to 14 in boys, and age 12 in girls. Boys, however, also
experience an acceleration in strength development during the growth spurt
stage that does not occur in girls.5®

It is important to remember that any strength building activities should take
into account the readiness of the child’s bones, muscles, nervous system and
joints to handle load-bearing exercises.*®
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Puberty

Around age seven, the physical precursor to puberty occurs, when genes
associated with reproductive behaviour and sexual differentiation are
activated and changes to bodily hair, skin and sweat glands begin to occur.®®
Puberty itself generally occurs between the ages of 10 and 12 for girls. For
boys, it usually occurs after the middle years, between ages 12-14. However,
these ages can vary greatly. &'

In puberty, children undergo a growth spurt, develop gender characteristics,
become fertile and experience increased curiosity about human
development, including changes in the body. There are changes in both
physical appearance and behaviour,®? with increased interest in romantic
relationships® and exploratory behaviour.8* As well, children’s notions of
gender and their own gender identity become more solidified.®®

MOVEMENT SKILLS

The middle years are a critical phase in the development of motor (movement)
skills. These skills are required for more than sports and recreation, and are
critical for nearly all physical activities. They should be learned sequentially,
based on the characteristics of the child. Skill development is less related to
age than it is to growth and physical maturity, and is also associated with the
environment in which a child is being raised.®®

Early in the middle years, fundamental movement skills typically improve
significantly. These skills include running, jumping, bending, twisting, throwing
and kicking, and they should be mastered before children are able to develop
more specialized skills. At this stage, children are typically able to perform
these skills one at a time, but might have difficulty combining them. Gradually,
they learn to combine various motor skills in sequence, and they can adapt
them to various physical activities.®” Children with developmental disabilities

may develop these skills in a different manner.

Fine motor skills are also developing during this time period.®® Fine motor skills
involve the use of the small muscles in the fingers, hand and arm to effectively
manipulate tools and materials. Hand-eye coordination is an important
component of this development and requires a child to use their vision to
control the movements and actions of their small muscles. As children enter
the middle years, they continue to enhance their fine motor skills and their
drawing, writing, colouring and scissoring skills become more fluid and adept.®

During the middle years, there is a need for children to become more
independent in self-care tasks, productivity and leisure. All of these tasks
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require the development and application of skilled hand-eye coordination

and the ability to use two hands when each hand is doing something different
than the other. Examples of self-care skills that are developing during the
middle years include:

¢ dressing independently (doing up zippers, buttons and snaps)
¢ using forks and knives

e completing morning and evening routines (e.g., tooth brushing)
¢ tying shoelaces

* managing backpacks and lunch containers

® using scissors

¢ keyboarding and using a computer mouse

¢ learning to play a musical instrument

¢ making art/crafts

HEALTH KNOWLEDGE AND BEHAVIOUR

Understanding and taking responsibility
for good health

It is important for children in their middle years to begin understanding the
factors that contribute to healthy growth and development. They also
need to start taking responsibility for and playing a role in their own health
and wellbeing.

Health literacy

It is important that children have the skills and knowledge that are essential
for maintaining and improving their own health. These skills and knowledge
are referred to as “health literacy”.”>"" As children develop and gain health
literacy, they begin making better choices when it comes to food and drink,
lifestyle, and safety.

Health literacy includes mental health. Increasing mental health literacy
promotes wellness and knowing the signs and symptoms of mental illness.
Those with high levels of mental health literacy are better able to identify the
strengths and needs in themselves and others and are more equipped and
empowered to seek help. In addition, those with high levels of mental health
literacy report lower levels of mental health stigma. 72

For children in their middle years, developing health literacy requires support
from family, at school and in the community.”® Parents and caregivers, in

S

Lower levels of physical activity
in children are associated with poor
health, including obesity and Type 2
diabetes, and reduced motor skills.”®
Greater physical exercise in middle
childhood is related to better brain
functioning, cognitive skills and
academic performance, including
attention, memory, processing
speed, mental adaptability and
self-control.”"®

]
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particular, can support children by modelling healthy choices related to
eating, substance use, relationships, personal care, mental health and

injury prevention. Families that select foods and prepare healthy meals
together help children develop food literacy skills and reinforce healthy eating
habits. Likewise, parents and caregivers that acknowledge and care for

their own mental health help children to develop positive habits related to their
mental wellness.

For Indigenous children, the use of traditional medicine can be a mechanism
for wellbeing, and may be used to maintain good health.”” Indigenous ways
of knowing include a recognition that achieving balance across spiritual,
emotional, physical and social spheres of life is essential to safeguarding
health and wellbeing. Indigenous spiritual wellness is grounded in

cultural connections, and so for Indigenous children in the middle years,
participation in cultural learning and activities can inspire healthy choices and
healthier living.

Canada’s Food Guide for First Nations, Inuit and Métis reflects the values,
traditions and food choices of Indigenous people. For Indigenous families and
communities, sharing food together is an important part of cultural learning
and connection. For Inuit children and families, promoting opportunities

to access and share country food has been identified as a fundamental
component of healthy community development.”

Participation in physical activity

Children in their middle years need to maintain a healthy, active lifestyle.
Most Ontario children in their middle years are not getting the recommended
daily physical activity of 60 minutes of moderate to vigorous exercise, as

well as vigorous muscle and bone strengthening activities at least three
times a week. The need for more physical activity is even more essential for
children with physical challenges, illness or disabilities, who may not reach
the recommended levels because of their different abilities. It is important
that parents, caregivers and other caring adults find ways of making physical
activity meaningful and enjoyable for all children in the middle years, as this
will increase the chances that they stick with these activities, develop good
physical fitness, and remain physically active throughout their life.

Successful efforts to increase physical activity emphasize lifelong physical
activity, the benefits of the outdoors and nature, and the importance of
relaxation and having fun with family and friends. Ideally, such efforts should
emphasize being physically active at various times throughout the day.
They should also mix organized and unorganized activities, and address
barriers to physical activity, such as the challenges faced by children with
special needs.®?

AW L W N W W e N P
For Indigenous children,
physical activity often involves
transmitting cultural traditions, and
land-based activities practices.”®
This could include activities such
as cultural camps, building fires,
swimming, chopping wood and
traditional games.®’ It has been
recognized that “physical activity
is cultural activity” and that these
acts support wellbeing.®’

e
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Experience and connection with the natural world provides children with
dynamic developmental, social and cultural opportunities. Connection to
nature has an impact not only on physical development, but also on social
and emotional development. The value of going on the land and having a
connection with the natural world and wild spaces has long been recognized
by Indigenous cultures, but is equally relevant and beneficial for all children.
Studies have shown that spending time in nature helps with recall and
memory, problem-solving, and creativity, in addition to the benefits to
physical health.®3

For Indigenous children, spending time in the living world, including time with
plants and animals and thinking about Creation stories allows the children to
emotionally connect with their culture.®*

-,

—
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Parents/caregivers and play Qp
Parents and caregivers have an important role to play in supporting their e
children’s healthy physical development. Parents and caregivers can increase

children’s activity levels by reducing the family’s sedentary time, promoting

active play and time outdoors as an alternative to screen time, and planning

for and spending time with children in physical activities. Acting as a role h

model for children is important; children who perceive at least one of their

parents or caregivers to be physically active are more likely to meet physical

fithness guidelines. The children who are physically active with their families are l‘

more likely to continue to be active as adults.®

Organized play

It has long been recognized that participation in organized sport, recreation
and physical fitness yields tremendous benefits. For example, involvement in
physical fitness is associated with reduced body fat and a lifetime of exercise
and good health.8% Many children in Canada participate in organized sports,
with higher participation rates among boys, children with parents/caregivers
involved in sports, children in smaller cities or towns, and children of
Canadian-born parents and caregivers.®# Research shows a troubling trend
that girls tend to drop out of organized sports and fitness as they get older,®®
demonstrating that more work is needed to create and support gender
inclusive opportunities for participation.

Nutrition and healthy weights

In addition to physical activity and exercise, good nutrition and a healthy body
weight are critical to healthy physical development. Nutrition and healthy
weight is supported by access to adequate, affordable, fresh, nutritious food.
The effects of unhealthy weights, such as high blood pressure and insulin
resistance, can affect children’s cognitive skills, including memory, brain
processing speed and verbal skills. There are a number of factors in the
physical and social environments of children that can contribute to weight
gain. These include poor eating habits and overeating, high-calorie drinks,
lack of physical activity, toxic stress, inadequate or poor quality sleep, mental
health challenges, too much screen time, and eating away from home.®°
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Sleep

There is increasing recognition that the quantity and quality of sleep that middle  ==——__
years children are getting has a great impact on their physical and mental

health.®! Ideally, children in the middle years should get nine to 11 hours of

uninterrupted sleep per night.

I_——\—\_
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Research indicates, however, that one-third of children have trouble falling # | - )
asleep and staying asleep at least some of the time, and one-third are classified _ﬁ.f-'J '\-“,,
as sleep deprived.®? Children with histories of stressful or traumatic experiences . . — ){‘

may have neurologic differences in sensory processing and self-regulation that
may cause disturbances in sleep. Also, children with perceptual sensitivities to
sound, light, or touch are more likely to have difficulty filtering these out at night.
It is also thought that screen time and the presence of screens (e.g., phones)

in bed, especially just before bedtime, have contributed to sleep problems.
Bedtime access to and use of media devices is associated with an inadequate
amount of sleep, poor sleep quality and excessive daytime sleepiness. Children
who sleep less also tend to be less active. Conversely, exercise has been found
to improve sleep quality.939495

Body image

Concern about body image can emerge early in some children. Starting at age
six, some children report dissatisfaction with their bodies, and those feelings
increase with age. The physical changes in the later part of the middle years
have a significant effect on children’s sense of identity and body image.

Children at this age are becoming very aware of what others may be thinking,
and as a result, some become more self-conscious about their bodies and how
they compare to others. This increases through exposure to age inappropriate
sexualized media content which is becoming more available and accessible

to children online.®® All of this is happening at a time when children are
experiencing a greater need for social acceptance, and some children develop
anxiety about being accepted or rejected based on appearance. For girls in
particular, interactions with their peers focus more often on appearance and
physical comparisons,® %8 and girls tend to become more dissatisfied with their
bodies than boys.

Unfortunately, teasing about appearance is more common during this period
and can have a significant influence on body image.®®>'®° Poor body image

can contribute to depression, low self-esteem, eating disorders, risky sexual
behaviour and children representing themselves in age inappropriate sexualized
ways to others.'®" However, friendships can protect against poor body image,'®?
and increased physical activity can also help to improve body satisfaction.'*®
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EMOTIONAL DEVELOPMENT

Over the course of the middle years, children undergo extremely complex emotional
development. Their concept of self evolves dramatically, and they develop more complex
images of who they are. In addition, their sense of competence—what they believe they are
able to achieve—changes significantly. All of this is coupled with their growing understanding
of moral behaviour and fairness, and an increased capacity for emotional understanding and
expression. It is important to note that how children develop emotionally varies by a child’s
circumstances and other influences.

DEVELOPING A SENSE OF SELF AND IDENTITY

As they progress through the middle years, children gain a greater
awareness of how they appear and relate to others, and see themselves
with greater complexity — as sons or daughters, friends, students,
members of a community, in relation to their culture or areas of personal
interest (e.g., arts, athletics). Middle years children also gain greater
understanding of their personal attributes and abilities with respect to
appearance, behaviour, academics, athletics and social competence. At this
stage, the way they see and think about themselves is mainly influenced by
parents, caregivers, mentors and cultural role models, although experience
at school and with peers can also have an impact.'°+'% Children at this age
are exploring their concept of self and often intersecting identities, including
their social identities (e.g., cultural, racial, ethnicity, gender expression) and
their personal identities (e.g., preferences, values, beliefs, abilities). Children
at this age can be supported to develop respectful and inclusive attitudes
about diversity.

In the middle years, children begin to develop the identities and form
the behaviours, moral beliefs and values that will come to define them
as adults. They are increasingly able to examine themselves inwardly
and in the abstract, and have a growing sense of themselves as an
independent individual.'0&1%7
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Their friendships are increasingly based on compatibility of personal |~\| ; /
characteristics,'®® and interaction with their peers can influence identity

formation.'®® By age 12, they assess themselves with increasing

understanding of the various areas of self-concept (physical appearance, Fat
behavioural conduct, academic competence, athletic competence and social ;
competence), and the importance of those areas in their lives.

As they mature into adolescence, children who are racialized,

Black, Indigenous, newcomer, from diverse ethnic, religious and

varying socio-economic backgrounds and those living with disabilities or
special needs, or questioning their gender or sexual orientation, may tend to
engage with friends who they relate to, based on a shared sense of identity.
It is beneficial for parents to support children’s identity exploration, while
supporting a sense of shared belonging in the broader society. Engaged,
responsive and supportive families can act as buffers or help children
overcome challenges. Supportive families can also nurture children’s
self-worth and belief in an inclusive society.'"°

Children from equity seeking groups may experience challenges in their
identity formation, particularly where their community, school, social or family
environment conveys a sense of "other” or being an “outsider,” or lack of
acceptance regarding that aspect of their identity. Connecting with adults and
peers with shared social identities (e.g., LGBTQ2S, Deaf culture, racialized
and/or cultural communities) can support children to develop a positive, and
more stable sense of identity and community/group belonging.

It is also important that parents, caregivers and other caring adults help
middle years children to broaden their identity horizons by having them
explore a wide variety of potential future opportunities in the educational,
employment and recreational spheres.'"

Cultural identity

For many children, developing a connection to their ethnicity, culture,
spirituality or faith supports positive identity development, which continues
to evolve over time. Early in the middle years, for example, a child’s feelings
and understandings about their culture tend to be oriented to ceremonial
practices and food norms. Later in the middle years, these feelings may start
to become more abstract and ethically oriented, involving issues associated
with cultural beliefs and shared values.

Research has shown that children who feel they belong to a cultural
community and understand what membership in that group means to them
tend to experience more optimal development.
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Children who form strong connections to their cultural groups tend to

have better self-esteem, develop better social and behaviour patterns, and
experience greater peer acceptance. They also tend to have higher academic
motivation and achievement, fewer mental health problems, and take fewer
health risks.'™ This is particularly important for newcomer children who may
be navigating across different cultural contexts. For Indigenous children,
immersing in their culture and participating in traditional cultural activities and
practices supports the development of pride, identity and spirit, which have
far-reaching lifelong impacts.

Families, teachers, school staff, communities, cultural leaders, traditional
knowledge keepers and service providers have a role to play to support
children who are exploring, building and sharing all aspects of their
cultural identities.

DEVELOPING A SENSE OF COMPETENCE

Competence is defined as the ability to do something successfully or
efficiently. When we talk about children developing a sense of competence, it
is important to understand that we are not talking about them simply “getting
good at something.” Instead, a sense of competence is children feeling

that they are being successful. This is an important distinction, because
children develop competencies at their own pace, and according to their
own abilities. What is a success for one child may not be a success for
another, and that is perfectly acceptable. Competence can be understood
subjectively based on culture, context and personal experience. For example,
children with disabilities or special needs, children who are newcomers, and
children from various cultural communities may have different perspectives
on what competence means. These differences should be understood and
supported accordingly.

Self-esteem

Children generally enter middle childhood with confidence in their ability to
master various tasks, so they have relatively high self-esteem. In fact, at this
stage, they are less able to distinguish between their desire to be good at
something and their actual competence. This can lead to overestimations of
their abilities.

Later in the middle years, children have increasing self-awareness and
more ability to view their own qualities relative to others. Due to this, there
is a stronger relationship between their sense of what they are able to do,
and their actual performance. Their self-assessment and descriptions of
themselves begin to reflect these changes.

AW W N W s W W e W
Middle years children may turn to
the Internet for opportunities to build,
manage and experiment with various
selves and identities. This can present
opportunities as well as risks. Some
experts have suggested that the many
different ways children can express
their identities online — and the many
different identities they can express —
can undermine their ability to create a

strong coherent sense of self.
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Self-efficacy

There is growing evidence that it is better for children’s development to raise
their sense of competence in specific areas — referred to as “self-efficacy”—
than to simply raise their self-esteem. Research suggests that the importance
given to self-esteem alone may be overestimated and high levels of self-esteem
could have negative effects if it is based on unrealistic feedback. On the other
hand, developing self-efficacy involves developing social, physical, educational
and other competencies, along with confidence and pride in those abilities.™?
Self-efficacy, and not self-esteem, often predicts academic achievement.

Sense of industry

The middle years are a time when children develop greater motivation
and readiness to take on new challenges, which is often referred to as a
sense of “industry”."

Supporting children to develop this sense of industry is important. If they
believe their efforts influence their own success, it affects their willingness
to strive to succeed. Once their efforts contribute to a successful result, it
motivates them to try to achieve even more. But children need to believe in
their own ability and how they can influence results. If children believe they
have failed because they lack ability, they will be less engaged than if they
believe they just need more knowledge or practice.®

Parents/caregivers and others involved in children’s lives can help them build
a sense of industry by helping them to focus on setting goals and learning
from failure — seeing failure as motivating rather than demoralizing.!®

Parents and caregivers who set high but realistic challenges, and help
children through these challenges, can encourage higher levels of industry
and self-efficacy. As well, adult endorsement of their abilities can reduce child
frustration with failure and promote the expectation of future success.

MORAL BEHAVIOUR AND FAIRNESS

Moral reasoning and a sense of right and wrong

Moral and ethical development characterizes the middle years,'"® Children are
developing a greater sense of right and wrong and fairness.'?%12!

In the early part of the middle years, the moral behaviour of children is
shaped by the standards set by adults and the consequences of following or
breaking adult rules. Later, children begin to recognize that individuals can
have different viewpoints about right and wrong, but they still have difficulty

Self-Efficacy

Literature suggests that the early
development of a sense of self-
efficacy is important, as it can result
in better outcomes in the future.
There is some concern, however,
that those with unrealistically high
levels of self-efficacy who lack

the judgement to understand their
limitations spend less effort as

a result of their overconfidence.
Experts suggest that teachers

and counsellors should help these
students become more realistic about
their skill levels so as to increase
their focus on the effort needed to

increase those skills.!”118
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separating their perspective from that of others. For children experiencing
developmental delays or who do not have a “neurotypical” brain, such as
those on the autism spectrum, moral reasoning can be delayed and/or may
not develop along this trajectory.

As they age, children begin to act based on what they perceive will gain them
a reward for doing the right thing or will gain them social approval. They begin
to understand and adopt the moral standards of adult role models, and their
perspectives on social conventions, law, justice and duty all deepen.'?"'?8 This
is a prime time to engage children in discussions about racism, discrimination,
injustice and inequity and empower them to be advocates for themselves, for
their peers, and for a more inclusive and equitable society.

EMOTIONAL REGULATION

Emotional understanding and expression

During the middle years, children are learning how to identify, express and
regulate their emotions, and they are also developing a greater awareness
of the emotions of others. They begin noticing when others are upset.
During this stage, children begin developing strategies to manage their own
emotions, and also to help others.

Around age seven, children generally become aware that how they think
can affect the way they feel. This is the first stage in regulating emotions.
Suddenly, they begin to realize that there is a crucial difference between
experiencing an emotion and expressing it, and that not all emotions should
be expressed externally. By age eight or nine, most children are able to
competently regulate their emotions. They are better able to adapt to
situations, problem solve and behave appropriately.'3?

The onset of puberty brings with it increased emotions and reactions, as

well as mood fluctuations and sensitivity to stress that can influence a child’s
response to their emotions.'® This is where an ability to control emotions can
dramatically affect a child’s future. Greater emotional regulation is related to
many critical factors, including better academic performance and learning,
increased literacy, more creativity, higher self-esteem, increased ability to
cope with stress, and better moral reasoning. In addition, it is related to better
social competence, including peer group acceptance, social skills, friendship
quality, less loneliness and less bullying.

Supporting children to build skills to manage emotions early can help to
support them later on as they navigate the complex world of adolescence
and adulthood, and will help them to more effectively navigate the effects of
hormonal changes brought on by puberty.
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There is evidence that computer
and Internet use can lead to more
ambiguous moral reasoning. There
is real concern that time spent

in front of screens can decrease
empathy, lead to poor behaviour, and
limit ability to identify and describe
one’s feelings and the ability to read

emotions.122'1 23,124,125,126
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Culture positively shapes the
development of self-regulation. The
ways in which children from various
cultural and ethnic backgrounds
interact with family, friends and
their community can help them
learn to accept societal rules,
tolerate frustrations, control their
emotions and impulses, and persist
in meaningful activities. Moreover,
children’s emotional regulation is
influenced by culture, based on
emotional behaviour and norms
specific to their culture.
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Dealing with stress

High levels of stress, and particularly sustained, chronic stress, can threaten
the emotional development of children in the middle years and affect their
resilience later in life."s” This kind of stress can negatively affect how the brain
is wired, and how it develops in terms of memory, concentration, the filtering
of information, processing of emotions and regulation of behaviour.

For children who have faced high levels of stress due to factors such as
poverty, racism, family conflict, abuse, and trauma, chronic stress can
compound other problems. For example, children who experience chronic
stress may experience challenges such as hypersensitivity and trouble with
paying attention and self-regulation.

Helping children cope with stress can improve their health, mental
functioning and academic performance, and also reduce sleeplessness,
fatigue, memory and concentration problems, irritability and anxiety.
Interventions at an early age are particularly important for children who are
highly sensitive to stress and at greater risk for developing mental health
challenges. The earlier the intervention takes place, the more positive the
outcomes. Techniques such as mindfulness-based approaches, teaching
children to build awareness of their thoughts, feelings or perceptions in the
present moment, are producing successful outcomes.'®

Key supports for families and children could include safe and affordable
housing, basic income supports and affordable and accessible
transportation, especially for those in rural and remote communities, to
buffer the stresses associated with living in isolated communities.
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Greater income inequality has been
associated with increased anxiety.'2%130
Inequality can be perceived by children
at young ages and can result in a

stress reaction that has the ability

to impede their cognitive and social

development.'®

(MOUNTATN OF HIMEWORK)

MUAOA
WO }Ho MTWDIZ




Understanding Development in the Middle Years 31

OCIAL DEVELOPMENT

During the middle years, children begin taking steps into new social worlds where

different types of relationships and influences outside the family home become increasingly
important. They enter elementary school and make new friends. They may also join
after-school and community-based programs.

This is an important stage for children, and it brings with it increased individual
freedoms. There is tension as well, because increased freedom brings new
challenges, responsibilities and greater expectations. There are new rules to
understand and follow. Children are expected to regulate their behaviour, follow
personal conduct guidelines, develop good work habits, sit quietly for longer
periods of time, show respect for adults and cooperate with their peers.®

While children are building new relationships outside the home, they still
continue to need the stability and familiarity of caring parents/caregivers

at home. They also need dependable other adults, strong attachment to
quality schools, access to quality health and mental health services, and safe
participation in neighbourhood, school and community activities. 44"

SOCTAL COMPETENCIES

Ability to recognize faces and facial expressions

Throughout the middle years, children become better at remembering
unfamiliar faces. They also become very good at differentiating facial features.
Although children can identify many intense expressions of emaotion by age
five (particularly happy faces), they are still prone to misidentifying certain
emotions and their ability to identify subtle expressions of emotion is still

quite immature. Between the ages of five and 10, their sensitivity to subtle
expressions of surprise, disgust and fear improves. After age 10, they become
more sensitive to expressions of anger and sadness. Importantly, children who
have experienced significant stress or abuse are more likely to misinterpret
ambiguous faces as angry, and can experience greater brain responses to
angry faces than children who have not had these experiences.'*?
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Empathy and perspective-taking

Empathy is the ability to understand, at an emotional level, what others
are feeling. “Perspective-taking” involves the ability, at a cognitive level,

to see situations and events from the point of view of others.*® One of

the most significant social developments in middle years children occurs
when changes in the brain result in the strengthening of both empathy and
perspective-taking.

Children in the early middle years tend to be focused on their immediate reality.
As they age, they progressively become less so. In the early middle years,
children’s empathetic responses tend to be very emotional. What is lacking,
but develops during the middle years, is the kind of cognitive processing

that allows them to understand what others are thinking, feeling or intending.
This more mature empathic understanding, or “cognitive empathy,” involves
perspective-taking. Puberty plays an important role in the development of
perspective-taking, as the social network of the brain and the way it functions
matures. Increased perspective-taking helps to strengthen the networks

in the brain that support prosocial (positive, empathic, helpful) behaviour

and safe decision-making.™® Children begin to understand that others have
different points of view and different knowledge, and that these differences
have consequences for their interactions. There is also an emerging ability to
engage with others in making agreements and compromises,'46:147.148

Social connectedness

During the middle years, children develop a sense of belonging —

a connectedness to people and places of importance. This begins with
parents/caregivers and family, and extends to friends and then out into
the community.

Studies show that children who feel disconnected from parents/caregivers,
friends or other caring adults in the community have lower optimism,
self-efficacy, self-esteem and empathy.'#®'%° On the other hand, children
who are socially connected tend to have better relationships with their
family and peers. They also have better social skills, better behaviour,
higher self-confidence, and they generally develop better academic and
leadership skillg,191152153,154

Social wellbeing for Indigenous peoples is directly linked to family and
extended family and includes the wellbeing of communities.'®* Consequently,
for Indigenous children, social connectedness is central. For example,
relationships among the Inuit are based on mutual interdependence, including
collaborative partnerships, extended family kinship patterns and relationships
within the immediate family.'®®
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Increased perspective-taking helps
to strengthen the networks in the brain
that support prosocial behaviour and
safe decision-making.'#*
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Social-Emotional Learning

Social-emotional learning is a learning
approach that helps children to

develop the knowledge, attitudes and
skills required to identify and manage
their emotions, understand others’
perspectives, show empathy and achieve
positive goals, and develop and sustain
positive relationships.!55156:157

In addition to improving social and
emotional skills, these competencies
support improved connectedness to
school, academic achievement, planning,
decision-making and problem-solving
skills, mental health and wellbeing
(including mental health literacy) and
later employability. Benefits have been
found for students with and without

behavioural problems,!98-159,160,161,162,163
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It is important to note that while the Inuit do not have a clan system and do
not come from a “tribe,” kinship and community ties are the common form of
self-identification.'®® There is an interdependence between family and kinship
that involves activities such as going on the land together, sharing food
together, hunting, camping, spending time with traditional knowledge
keepers, making traditional tools, making skin clothing, building igloos, and
other Inuit beliefs and customs.'®” To the Inuit, “wellbeing is family”168

and families are trusted to determine and shape their own paths forward.
There is also the belief that children learn by seeing and doing and this is
reflected strongly in Inuit child rearing.

Social responsibility

Middle childhood is also a time when children start to develop a sense of
social responsibility. They are learning to contribute and share responsibility
in their social and physical environment. They are also learning to treat others
fairly, and better understand rights and responsibilities.'®®

RELATIONSHIPS WITH FAMILY AND FRIENDS

Parents, caregivers and families

Parents, caregivers and families have an enormous effect on their children’s
social, emotional, behavioural and learning development. Children who are
more engaged with their families tend to have higher self-worth and social
competence, and exhibit fewer antisocial behaviours such as arguing, bullying
and conduct problems.""" Parents and caregivers play an important role

in bonding, social buffering and easing stress.'”? Regular family dinners have
been found to play an important role, and are associated with greater life
satisfaction, strong sense of self, a greater willingness to help others and
fewer feelings of sadness, anxiousness and loneliness.'”' Experts suggest
that dinnertime discussions about personal shortcomings, such as poor
grades, should be avoided in favour of more encouraging topics, such as the
child’s activities and interests and current events.'” In general, children should
be encouraged to interact with the family and to spend limited time alone in
their bedroom—and not to have electronics in their bedroom.6177

It is important that parents and caregivers set high expectations for their
children and provide a warm, supporting environment in which children can
develop. Parents/caregivers should support their children by taking an interest
in their school work and social life, and by encouraging and helping them to
develop confidence. Engaging children in activities, such as sports, culture,
arts and music, promotes the development of skills and motivation that
contribute to the successful transitions from childhood to adulthood.'®!
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Cultural Connections for
Indigenous Children

For Indigenous children, cultural
connection supports the development
of personal knowledge and social
skills. It includes learning traditional
knowledge, rituals and ceremony and
supports the development of beliefs,
values, spirit and worldview. It supports
better relationships with family, extended
family and community, a wholistic
sense of wellbeing and, importantly,
strong cultural identity, connection and
traditional knowledge. Elders, Senators
and traditional knowledge keepers are
key in supporting cultural transmission
and learning for Indigenous children.

Indigenous children develop within
multiple contexts—urban, rural,
on-reserve, traditional or non-traditional.
Indigenous cultural learning often takes
place at the same time as children are
learning the norms of the non-Indigenous
society at-large that they must also
navigate. Thus, Indigenous children

in their middle years are developing
competencies in the cultural practices
of two or more cultures and worldviews.

Indigenous children who experience
a sense of belonging and connection
with their families (including extended
families) and community (including
Elders, Senators and traditional
knowledge keepers) can develop
greater confidence, self-esteem,
self-respect, resilience, social
relationships and aspirations for the
future. This engagement also promotes
a sense of collective responsibility
and action related to people in their
community and the land.
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Parents/caregivers can also help children explore their options for the future,
and the middle years are a crucial time for that to happen. Canadian studies
show that an optimal time for parents and caregivers to begin having career
discussions with their children is when they are in Grade 5 and 6. During
these discussions, it is important to emphasize the importance of connecting
with other people, and making a contribution to society.'®

Developing greater autonomy and
independence from the family

As noted earlier, the middle years are a time when children start taking
tentative steps toward independence and autonomy. The process of identity
building that is occurring during this time involves developing an identity
independent from their parents/caregivers, and with that a desire for greater
autonomy. By later in the middle years, children increasingly want and are
ready for greater independence and responsibilities. This process may be
unsettling for parents and caregivers, but is a natural part of the puberty/
adolescence evolution that begins to develop in the middle years.'83184

While research shows having greater autonomy supports children’s growth, it
also indicates that the amount of autonomy given should align with the child’s
level of development.'®

How parents and caregivers respond to this transition is important. The fact
that their children are asserting some independence is not an indicator that
they should stop being involved, or that their guidance is no longer needed.
In fact, children are in a period of identity formation that can lead to conflict
and questioning of family rules and roles, and strong guidance is still needed

from parents, caregivers and caring adults.'®'87188 This balance is particularly

important for parents and caregivers of children with disabilities. There are
many opportunities to promote resiliency and opportunities for autonomy and
independence for children with disabilities, and the active exchange between
the home and schools and other services is critical.'®®

Parent/caregiver involvement remains extremely important and research
reveals that parenting style is also critical. Being over- or under-controlling,
being too permissive, demanding unquestioning obedience, and giving
negative or ambiguous feedback, weak communication and weak
affectionate bonding can all threaten healthy identity exploration.'® Parenting
style also has an impact on self-consciousness and self-confidence, and
behaviour in children, 91192193184

Experts point to the benefits of “authoritative parenting” that is sensitive to
children’s needs and allows for independent problem-solving, critical thinking
and proactive exploration of ideas. This parenting style means providing
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Strong and supportive parenting
can be a buffer against risk factors,
such as the effects of poverty, living
in a high-risk neighbourhood, or
having a mental health or physical
problem.'”® It is particularly
important for low-income parents/
caregivers to be involved in their
child’s education,'”® and for parents/
caregivers of children with disabilities
to be highly engaged with the school
and other support agencies.'®® Part
of supporting parenting involvement
is identifying and reducing potential
barriers to their full participation.
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Authoritative parenting is

warm but firm, structured parenting
with consistent rules and high
expectations for behaviour.



Understanding Development in the Middle Years 35

consistent rules and high expectations for behaviour. Research has shown
that this will result in better conduct and behaviour, social competence and
academic achievement.'®®

Other caring adults

As children begin to develop a certain amount of autonomy from their
parents/caregivers, they may benefit from the input of other caring adults,
which is an important alternative to turning to their peers for guidance.'®
Out-of-school activities and programs play an important role, allowing for
greater interaction with other adults in the community.

Friends

Friends play an increasingly important role in the development of a sense of
belonging, connectedness and self-worth during the middle years. During
this time, children often develop one deep friendship with someone who, in
addition to being a playmate, becomes someone of trust and confidence.'®®
Children who have supportive friends have higher self-esteem, and sharing
feelings and experiences with friends can provide emotional support and
protection from loneliness and social exclusion.?®° Friends also can help to
ease stress, which in the middle years is often caused by difficulties with
other peers or family members. Strong friendships and peer acceptance
are associated with better mental health, social competence, academic
performance and physical activity.?01:202.203

In the early part of the middle years, children have more interactions with their
peers, through which they learn to cooperate and develop greater social
self-confidence. As children get older, greater priority is given to social
activities with their peers. Friendships become increasingly important, and
early forms of dating relationships sometimes emerge.?%*

Parents and caregivers should be aware that during this time, children are
becoming increasingly aware of gender role expectations and stereotypes,
and it is important to discuss issues related to the harmful effects of bias,
discrimination and stereotypes based on gender, gender identity and
power relationships.?%®

In early adolescence, peer conformity peaks. The acceptance and approval
of peers becomes extremely important to children, and is associated with
their sense of self and self-worth. The self-esteem of children at this stage is
more closely tied to social acceptance and how they feel about their
physical appearance than how confident they are in their cognitive and
academic abilities.
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The Importance of Schools

Schools have a particularly significant
influence on the social development
of children in the middle years. This is
where most children first begin to look
for a sense of belonging outside the
family home.

Students with strong connections

to school are more likely to have

better academic, social and mental
health outcomes, and to plan for a
postsecondary education. They are also
less likely to experience depression or
antisocial behaviour.

During the middle years, teachers play
an important role in providing praise and
encouragement to help students improve
their skills and strive for and achieve
their goals. This is also true for children
with behavioural and mental health
concerns; educators need to focus on
the areas in which the child is doing well
and provide praise and encouragement.
Having a positive relationship with a
teacher is associated with greater social
skills, being more engaged in academic
work and higher math and literacy
skills.'® A positive school climate, which
sets high expectations for students

and provides them with meaningful
participation and caring relationships
with adults, is a protective and safe
experience for children.'%®
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For children with disabilities, close peer relationships can be an important
source of support. However, children with disabilities may experience greater
challenges forming friendships, consequently may have fewer friends, and
may experience challenges sustaining friendships.2°® Parents, caregivers
and other caring adults should look for ways of supporting children with
disabilities overcome the barriers to friendship that sometimes exist, such
as travel distance to friends, problems with accessibility, or promoting an
inclusive, accepting social environment. Parents, caregivers and other
caring adults should also be aware that children with disabilities can also
be targets of bullying, with an occurrence rate ranging from 25 per cent

in elementary school to 34 per cent in middle school (about 1.5 times the
national average).2%’

Bullying and cyberbullying

On average, it is estimated that 25 per cent of students are involved in bullying
as a victim, perpetrator or both.?%8 As the use of technology increases

(up to 97 per cent of children ages 6-17 access the Internet regularly),

online harassment and cyberbullying are also becoming more common.
Distinct features of cyberbullying believed to increase its risk for harm

include the vast potential audience of online content, difficulties with parental
supervision of online activity, as well as the “long reach” of technology and
nearly unlimited access to victims.?%

Romantic relationships

As children develop through the middle years, they start to understand the
difference between friendships and romantic relationships. By age nine,
there is increased awareness and thinking about romantic relationships,
and between ages 11-14, children become more interested in romance.
These interests are often explored during activities such as sports, movies
and dances, which allow children the opportunity to explore their emerging
romantic feelings in a less awkward manner.

Helping children build healthy and positive, inclusive friendships can support
their development of healthy positive romantic relationships later on in life.
Research shows that secure, trusting relationships with peers in the middle
years are associated with later stability and deeper connection with romantic
partners. Children who have positive peer experiences during the middle
years are more likely to participate in long-term committed relationships

in adulthood.?™
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Some children have a hard time
with friendships. Parents and caregivers
can help them with these challenges

by arranging opportunities to interact
with other children, and talking about
how to be a good friend.
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Approximately one-quarter of early
adolescents report having had a special
romantic relationship. Typically, these
relationships are short-lived and do not
advance beyond handholding and kissing.
Children who start romantic involvement
too early or who do not follow this

social path may have greater difficulties
developing and maintaining healthy
romantic relationships.2'°
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Parents and caregivers have a role to play in helping children develop positive
romantic experiences. They should attempt to balance supervision with
encouragement of their children’s growing interest in relationships outside
the family. It is recommended that parents and caregivers of children in their
middle years know about and monitor their social lives and romantic interests,
but try to avoid completely restricting romantic activities or prescribing overly
strict codes of conduct. However, it is important for parents and caregivers
whose children start romantic relationships too early to promote alternatives,
such as hobbies and other activities.?'? Children with special needs are also
developing romantic interests and just like their peers, need help to navigate
this new terrain.

Gender identity

Gender identity refers to one’s lived experience of gender, which may be
different from their sex assigned at birth. Gender identity can be fluid, and
can also shift throughout one’s life. A child may express their gender identity
through ways that they act, dress and talk about themselves. Children in

the middle years are beginning to explore who they are, and this includes
their gender identity. Parents, caregivers and other caring adults can provide
support during this period by talking to their middle years children about
assumptions regarding gender roles and expectations, and helping them to
identify and think critically about gender bias, stereotypes and discrimination.
It is important that parents and caregivers let their children determine their
own gender identity and expression and that middle years children feel
supported in their identities and comfortable expressing who they are and
what they feel.

Sexual orientation

Sexual orientation refers to a person’s sense of attraction to people of the
same sex, the opposite sex or both sexes. Many suggest that sexuality
should be understood as a spectrum rather than categorized with specific
labels, especially during identity formation in middle childhood.?'+218
Indigenous peoples use the term two-spirited to refer to a person having both
the feminine and masculine spirits. It includes a broad range of gender and
sexual identities. Traditional Indigenous approaches support children’s right
to self-determine their gender, dress and define the language around their
gender and sexual identities.?'® Parents, caregivers and other caring adults

can provide support during this period by talking to their middle years children

about healthy relationships and more specifically, about homophobia and
assumptions with respect to sexual orientation.
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Children with Disabilities
and Romantic Interests

By late adolescence, children with
disabilities are just as likely as
their peers to report an interest in
romantic connections and to have
begun dating.

Parents, caregivers and other caring
adults should be aware that they
may face challenges shaped by the
nature of their individual abilities
and limitations. For example,
children with Autism Spectrum
Disorder can experience challenges
related to understanding social
cues and having the interpersonal
skills for appropriately expressing
romantic interest, initiating dating,
and establishing committed and

healthy partnerships.?'3
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COMMUNICATION DEVELOPMENT

Language and communication skills increase gradually but significantly during the
middle years. This is because children’s comprehension skills are improving, as is their

ability to interact effectively in social conversations.

EXPRESSION AND COMPREHENSION

In the early middle years, most children are able to start conversations, listen to
others and respond appropriately. They can express ideas and opinions, and
use language to ask clarifying questions and persuade others. Importantly,
they are learning how to adjust a conversation based on their perception of
someone else’s point of view.

By the later middle years, children have improved conversational skills and can
participate in a range of social situations. They can start conversations with
adults and children they don’t know. They are more able to keep conversations
going by giving reasons and explaining choices, and to persuade others by
presenting well-formed, convincing arguments for or against an issue. They
are also becoming aware of the nuances or shades of meaning that can

exist in some conversations, and can analyze information while listening and
comparing what they hear to their own knowledge and opinions. They are also
better able to use their listening and comprehension skills to decide what is
true and what isn’t true.?"

The way children express themselves changes dramatically during the middle
years. Hearing children learn to vary volume and intonation patterns to add
emphasis and use specific words to signal the beginning and ending of a
thought or story. By the end of the middle years, most can speak fluently,
using appropriate pitch, volume and pauses for emphasis.

As they get older, children also come to understand how language can change
depending on the nature of the relationship between the people talking, and how
tone and body language support words that are spoken. They also begin learning
how to read social cues, understand social practices related to being polite,
and use their language skills to negotiate in situations where there is conflict.??°

As they get older, most children’s

vocabulary increases by 3,000 to
5,000 words a year. Their ability to
construct complex sentences starts
around age nine or 10.
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Children that are exposed

to American Sign Language (ASL)
from birth in the home learn it in

the same way that hearing children
acquire a spoken mother tongue.?'®
ASL grammar, however, is not fully
mastered until about five to six years
of age or later. Early exposure to ASL
is key, as studies have shown that
children who are not exposed to sign
language until late childhood and
early adolescence (around nine to

13 years), experience challenges in
comprehension.?'®
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Middle years children with hearing, visual or processing differences develop
language and communication skills in ways that are tailored to their specific
needs, strengths and abilities.

By the beginning of middle childhood, most children have a basic grasp
of sentence structure. As they get older, they gain a greater understanding
of the complexity and nuance of language. They learn to use comparative
words, words expressing certainty such as could and should, and they
begin using the passive voice. Between ages 8-10, children generally
develop an appreciation for figures of speech, wordplay and jokes that
depend on double meanings. By the time they reach 10 years of age,
most children can derive the meaning of words they are unfamiliar with by
analyzing their component parts.

The middle years is a time when the world of reading and writing becomes
clearer to children. They learn how the same word can mean two things and
how different words can mean the same thing. They learn how to understand
feeling and descriptive words. Their ability to write fluently and express
themselves through writing also improves, from better spelling and grammar
to writing a short text that expresses what they are thinking.

During this time, the best support for children is to encourage and challenge
them. Children’s language skills improve faster if their parents/caregivers
engage them in conversation often, use an extensive vocabulary, read to
them, and encourage them to express their feelings and ideas. When children
share their ideas with their peers, their language skills improve even further.??!

For children with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD), communication and social
situations present daily challenges. Individuals with ASD experience different
degrees of challenges with language and verbal communication. For children
on the less severe end of the spectrum, speech skills may not be significantly
delayed, and they may be very well spoken in some situations. Children on
the more severe end of the autism spectrum, however, may have limited or
no development of speech or they may have abnormalities in speech

(such as pitch, stress, rate or rhythm).

While children with ASD often understand the words people use, they tend to
miss social cues and nonverbal aspects of a conversation—things like facial
expressions, voice tones, speed of speech, and gestures that communicate
emotion and meaning. Also, some children with ASD may have trouble
imagining another person’s point of view.
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For children with Autism Spectrum
Disorder (ASD), building social
communication skills often requires
more explicit instruction, support

and deliberate learning opportunities.
Children on the autism spectrum
should be supported to communicate
in ways that go beyond linguistic
communication, including art,
movement and play.
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Ear Infections and Language

Ear infections are not uncommon in
middle years children, and they can
have a serious effect on language and
speech development. If ear infections
are persistent or not treated properly,
children are at greater risk of hearing
loss. This can have a negative impact
on language acquisition, reading,
literacy and school achievement.
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EXPRESSING FEELINGS AND SELF-REGULATION

While middle years children are making great strides in acquiring language
and learning to communicate, they have not yet fully learned how to express
their feelings or talk about things they find upsetting. As such, play and
other types of symbolic representation continue to be essential forms of
communication in the middle years. For multilingual children, expressing
complex thoughts or emotions in a second or subsequent language poses
an additional challenge.

Learning how to express feelings has a tremendous impact on a child’s ability
to self-regulate. As children become more able to express their feelings and
assert themselves, they are less likely to act out their feelings through physical
aggression. By encouraging verbal expression, parents and caregivers and
others can help children better understand their world and better explain their
world to others. This in turn will help children learn to resolve conflicts and
regulate impulsive behaviour.

Language and Indigenous children

Language connects children to their culture. As a result, supporting
Indigenous language learning is a core goal for many Indigenous communities
and families. Indigenous language revitalization is a response to colonial
policies which repressed and punished Indigenous language learning in an
effort to strip Indigenous children of their cultural, family and community ties.

Some Indigenous language speakers do not speak fluent English or French.
This is the experience of some Inuit children and families, who speak Inuktitut
and have encountered language barriers when migrating from the north

to live in southern communities where English or French are the dominant
languages spoken.

Acquiring language and cultural knowledge can give Indigenous children a
strong sense of who they are, which can help them to develop resiliency for
when they interact outside their communities and attend formal schooling.?%?
The acquiring of language skills and cultural understanding not only builds
self-esteem, it can help Indigenous children in their middle years learn to
move across different Indigenous and non-Indigenous cultural contexts.

Historically, many Indigenous cultures were predominantly oral-based,

and they have retained this strong tradition of oral storytelling. Indigenous
languages also embody core cultural beliefs, Indigenous knowledge and
worldviews, and serve as a powerful way to transmit culture. Community-
wide activities involving storytelling and dramatic enactments of stories can
help children acquire language, as can dramatic play based on Indigenous
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Once children master a second
language, they may enjoy an
advantage over their peers.
Children who are bilingual tend to
have longer attention spans and

more coghnitive flexibility.???
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culture. Where Indigenous knowledge has been integrated into the classroom,
student achievement has been shown to improve.??*

Language is not the only method of communication for Indigenous children.
Knowledge and cultural expression are also transmitted through mentorship,
songs, drumming, dance, and ceremonial activities.?? For Inuit children, body
language and gestures are also important and are used to convey meaning.

Language and newcomer children

Newcomer children face specific challenges when it comes to English or French
acquisition. Very often, the language they are using in school is a new language,
and they are trying to learn this at the same time as they are adapting to a new
culture. These children may also be called upon to be a translator for family
members. It is important for educators to remember that it may take additional
time or be more challenging for newcomer children to master academic concepts
while learning these in a new language.

Middle years children experience challenges in expressing complex thoughts and
feelings verbally. These challenges are intensified when children attempt to do

S0 in a second or subsequent language. In these cases, it may help to provide
opportunities for newcomer children to express complex or challenging thoughts
and emotions in their mother tongue, or explore expression through art, play or
other types of symbolic representation.

41
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MENTAL HEALTH IN THE MIDDLE YEARS

Maintaining positive mental health and emotional wellbeing is critical to healthy living and
involves physical, intellectual, social, emotional, and spiritual wellbeing. Good mental health
in children supports their enjoyment of and satisfaction with life and their ability to cope
effectively with its challenges, as well as to realize their full potential and be productive.??7228
Mental health challenges, on the other hand, can affect children’s productivity and
functioning, including their learning, social interactions and lifelong health.

Young people experiencing mental health concerns (from stress to severe AW L W N Y o W W N
mental health problems) or aggressive behaviour are at greater risk for
substance abuse, violence and interaction with the justice system.?%°
Mental health challenges can impact social, behaviour, educational and family some type of mental health issue,
functioning. Between 50 per cent and 74 per cent of mental health issues with anxiety, depression, conduct
first emerge during the middle childhood years. disorders and ADHD being the

An estimated 13 per cent of young
people ages 4-17 in Canada have

most prevalent; and conditions like

Given their prevalence and long-term impact, mental health challenges are 5

one of the leading health problems children face from infancy onwards. Thus,
where possible, mental health concerns should be addressed early, rather
than when they become more serious later in life. Treatment and services

to support children’s mental health include services provided through
community- and hospital-based programs, as well as through the child
protection, education and youth criminal justice sectors.

schizophrenia less common.??

CONTEXTUAL INFLUENCES

Parenting and mental health

Parenting behaviours and relationships have a significant impact on children’s
mental health. Low levels of parental warmth and high parent-child conflict
have been associated with risk for bipolar disorder in adolescents. Physical
punishment increases the risk for child and adolescent mental health
concerns. Inconsistent or ineffective discipline practices have been found

to be associated with poor outcomes. A good relationship with parents and
caregivers is protective to mental health and wellbeing.
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Schools and mental health

School plays a critical role in the mental health and wellbeing of children in
their middle years. It is an important environment for children to develop social
skills and a sense of belonging. It is also an important place to develop mental
health literacy skills, including an understanding of the factors supporting
healthy development and the effects of stigmatization and bullying.

Culture

Culture has a major influence on a child’s psychological, emotional, social and
cognitive development. Culture can influence how mental health functioning is
understood and communicated, and the way that psychological symptoms
are expressed.®®

Culture and race may also interact with other factors that impact mental
health. For example, racism and poverty increases stress which impacts
mental health. Some communities experience lower levels of mental health
and wellness, and this is linked to a history of socio-economic disparities,
racism and discrimination. Refugee groups overall have been noted to have
higher rates of common mental health challenges and post-traumatic stress
disorder (PTSD), and immigrant children may be at risk of culture shock. In
addition, racialized and newcomer children are less likely to receive the mental
health services they need, possibly due to access barriers (e.g., language,
proximity, cost and cultural safety), cultural differences in problem recognition,
and beliefs about care and stigma related to mental health and treatment.

LGBTQ2S children

Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer, Two-Spirited (LGBTQ2S)
children and youth often encounter distinct challenges, including bias,
discrimination, potential loss of family support, social exclusion, body
image issues and harassment. These challenges can contribute to
emotional distress, and eventually mental health concerns such as
depression and anxiety. LGBTQ2S children and youth experience higher
levels of depression and anxiety, have higher levels of suicidal thoughts,
are more likely to report self-harm, make more suicide attempts and
have significantly higher rates of substance use. It should be noted that
these outcomes are less likely in those with supportive and accepting
families.?®® LGBTQ2S children and youth who face other forms of
marginalization, including newcomer and racialized LGBTQ2S children,
can experience additional challenges navigating intersecting identities
and multiple communities of belonging.

QW W N W s Wl W e W
The family context is particularly
important for children and youth in
children in the child welfare system.
Young people in child welfare system
are at higher risk for mental health
challenges (such as depression,
PTSD and others), as well as chronic
physical illnesses, behavioural
problems, academic difficulties,
substance use, and self-harm.

There is greater stability when foster
parents are relatives of the children,
are invested in and accepting of the
children, have the skill set to manage
behaviour problems, and have social
support, emotional resilience and
organized but flexible lifestyles.?2°

’\&(’*\,f“‘d\mf %mqu\;f #‘%J\me%Mw v
The risk of developing mental iliness
rises with poverty; children from
poor backgrounds are three times

more likely to have a mental health
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challenge.




DEVELOPMENTAL MAPY

Developmental maps have been developed as an
easy-to-use reference to help parents, caregivers,
family members, service providers, mentors, educators,
coaches, Elders, Senators, traditional knowledge keepers
and other caring adults support children as they navigate
the middle years. They are intended to help us understand
the major developmental milestones, so we can better
support the middle years child or children we care about.
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SUPPORTING DEVELOPMENT
IN THE MIDDLE YEARS

The first part of this document has described the various developmental events
that generally occur between ages 6-12. This second part presents these events
in a clear and compact form, as signposts we can be on the alert for. It also
provides sensible guidance on where to start, and the day-to-day things we can
do to help our children thrive.

Maps are organized across the five developmental domains that have been
identified for children in this age group. As noted earlier, it is important to
recognize that these domains are interdependent, with changes in one

area bringing about changes in others. In order to make the best use of this
resource and to obtain the most accurate and dynamic understanding of
child development during the middle years, these maps should be used in
their entirety. Reading only one section or domain within the document will
not present a complete picture of the many ways that a middle years child is
growing, learning and developing during this time period.

BUILDING ON THESE IDEAS

It is important to remember that the examples provided in these maps and the
suggestions are very general, and need to be personalized. Children are unique.
Parents, caregivers and other caring adults know the children in their care
better than anyone, and will be able to see which suggestions apply, or can be
adapted to best match a child’s unique personality, interests and needs.

A great deal of change happens over the course of the middle years. There are
significant differences between a 6-year-old child and a 12-year-old, and this is
something we need to keep in mind when looking for the indicators discussed
in the next section. Development is also experienced through cultural context
and personal identity. It is important to be mindful of this when looking for
developmental indicators and also in determining how to help.
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SUPPORTING FIRST NATIONS, METIS AND
INUIT CHILDREN

When supporting First Nations, Métis and Inuit children, service providers and
others working with children should avoid making assumptions. Indigenous
families and communities are in the best position to define their own needs and
what supports they require to thrive. The right to Indigenous self-determination
should also be respected by non-Indigenous service providers. For example,
in designing and delivering services for Indigenous children and families, the
relevant First Nations, Métis and Inuit partners should always be engaged

in the design and development of that program. A crucial element of this is
establishing partnerships with local Indigenous organizations and First Nations
communities that represent the interests of the Indigenous communities being
served. In addition, service providers and others working with Indigenous
children and families should be mindful of and respect the diversity of
Indigenous cultures and norms. For example, avoid generalizing a First Nations
cultural practice when serving Inuit children and families and remember that
there are many differences across Métis and First Nations cultures.
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HOW THE MAPY ARE ORGANIZED

The maps are consistently organized across three columns,
and are designed to answer three corresponding key questions
you may have about key developmental events:

A description of cognitive, Sugoested ways we can support
social, physical, emolional, social optimal child development at this
and communication developmental T stage of development.

events that may be taking place in
mickdle childhood.

Noticeable indicators we can loak
for in order {0 determing whether or
ngl the developmental event has
taken place, or is laking place.

WHAT IS HAPPENING? W HOW CAN I HELP?

This information is taken from leading edge research

This information came from
dialogues with Ontario's families,
supported by research.

[ . T

on child development.
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COGNITIVE DEVELOPMENT

Brain Development and Processing

What’s o ”
happening? How can | tell? How can | help?

Their brain is e Children are affected by experiences and their e Ensure they have a healthy diet, aligned with

experiencing a “burst” ability to develop and process information depends Canada’s Food Guide or Canada’s Food Guide for

of development on having positive interactions and having their First Nations, Inuit and Métis.

and is_ sensitive to basic needs met. e Emphasize sleep — middle years children function

expstiences. e They have a strong ability to adapt and change. best with nine to 11 hours of uninterrupted sleep
per night.

e Ensure they feel safe and are not subject to undue
stress. If they have experienced high levels of
stress, help them talk about it and develop coping
strategies. Access additional supports if needed.

Their brain e Children are learning new information and skills e Arrange for regular participation in a range of
functions with greater more quickly than they did before. activities, such as arts, music, sports, spending
efficiency and speed. « They are better able o understand new concepts, time in nature and learning a second language.

and they are able to solve more complex problems.

e The more experiences they have, the better their

brains will develop.
Their sensory and e Children have completed development of basic e Use visuals when teaching them.
Yisual-_spatial skills are vision, hearing and touch. e Encourage middle years children to build things,
improving.

e They are better able to understand, organize and such as playing with blocks.

use complex visual information and tools. * Provide them with an organized workspace for

e Their ability to judge spatial relationships and school work.

depth perception is improving. * Visit an optometrist if you have concerns about

their vision.



COGNTTIVE DEVELOPMENT

Brain Development and Processing

What’s
happening? How can | tell? How can | help?
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Their memory is
improving.

Their ability to reason
and think abstractly is
gradually improving.

e Children are better able to remember past events
and experiences.

e They can pay attention for longer.

e They can be mindful of multiple thoughts and
ideas at the same time.

e They can better reflect on what they are doing and
what they want to accomplish.

¢ |n the early middle years, children can better
understand logic, cause and effect and
identify patterns.

e During this time, reasoning skills and abstract
thinking skills are still developing.

e |ater in the middle years, they are better able to
process information, reason, think abstractly, make
decisions and consider complex and hypothetical
problems.

e They are developing “metacognition” —
the ability to reflect on their own thinking.

e Keep instructions short and repeat them

as needed.

¢ Help boost children’s memory by using rhymes and

acronyms, encouraging them to paraphrase events
and stories, and making lists and notes.

e Don’t be afraid to challenge your children —

give them chances to talk and think about
complicated issues.

e Ask children why they think and do things — listen

and validate their reasoning.

e Point out where you see they are using good logic

and reasoning to work through problems — boost
their confidence in their own intelligence.
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COGNITIVE DEVELOPMENT

Learning and Reasoning Skills

What’s
happening? How can | tell? How can | help?

They are developing
their learning skills
and strategies.

e They are generally motivated and excited about
learning, and are “learning how to learn” by
studying, practising and learning from mistakes.

e Take an interest in what children are learning
at school.

¢ Create different opportunities for them to learn

Their ability to
concentrate is still

weak, but is improving.

e They are becoming aware of their own strengths
and challenges as learners.

¢ They are developing creative, imaginative and
practical solutions to problems.

e Children are better able to pay attention and
stay on task, but they can still be easily distracted
— multi-tasking may be challenging.

e They can complete tasks faster and more
consistently.

together with you and also by spending time
on their own.

e They want to be like you. Demonstrate that

you like to learn new things.

¢ Encourage children to join a homework

club/group.

e Encourage children to do one thing at a time,

and keep distractions to a minimum.

e Be cautious about overstimulation from media or

other activities that require high levels of prolonged
concentration as they can be overwhelming.

e Encourage and provide opportunities for
practice and repetition.

Their numeracy and
literacy skills continue

e Throughout the middle years, children are getting
better at reading and by the end of middle

e Encourage reading whenever you can.

e Find engaging ways for them to practice and

to develop.

Their critical thinking
skills are forming.

childhood, most should have strong reading skills.

e Similarly, during this period their basic
math skills — adding, subtracting, multiplying and
dividing — are improving.

e They are comfortable making, describing and
comparing measurements of length, area, volume,
mass and time.

e They are getting better at using computers.

e Children can develop plans, collect information,
and use it to draw conclusions and plan next
steps.

e They can understand more complex instructions
and strategies.

o They learn from mistakes and reflect on what
could have been done differently.

e They can come up with ideas, experiment and
think critically to investigate and solve problems.

improve their math skills.

e Support healthy and appropriate use of

computers and technology. (See page 17 for
more information.)

e Devise short-term projects and tasks that children

can plan and complete.

e Challenge them with puzzles and games that

require thinking and logic.

e Ask, “What do you think?” in the face of a

problem, and encourage them to identify more
than one possible solution.

¢ Engage middle years children around planning and

priority setting.
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Behavioural Learning
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What’s
happening? How can I tell? How can | help?

Their ability to be
aware of and regulate
their behaviour is
limited, but developing.

Their ability to
accurately assess risk
and reward is limited
and still developing.

e Children are able to anticipate the consequences of
expressing their emaotions.

e They are better able to understand that they are
doing something wrong, and better able to stop.

e Though they still desire immediate gratification and
rewards, they are better able to regulate, moderate
and inhibit impulses.

e Children may not have strong impulse control.

e They may lack understanding of risks and
consequences.

e They may have difficulty putting off immediate
rewards for long-term goals.

o Set expectations for behaviour and role model the
behaviour yourself.

e Teach them strategies they can use to regulate
their own behaviour, such as using words, asking
for help, taking deep breaths, counting to three, or
choosing to spend a few minutes alone.

e Use strategies such as reward systems to increase
prosocial (positive, helpful) behaviour.

e Ensure that children participate in regular physical
activity and spend time playing outdoors.

e For Indigenous children, consider involving them
in traditional health and healing practices such as
tending to a medicine garden.

e Talk to children about taking risks, and the
importance of thinking about the consequences.

e Give them an outlet for healthy risk-taking, such
as climbing and jumping, new social opportunities
and activities.
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PHYSICAL
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Growth and Physical Change

What’s o ”
happening? How can | tell? How can | help?

All parts of their bodies ® Growth is relatively constant and stable during the e Ensure that children have a healthy diet
are growing. early middle years. with diverse food choices.

e |n late middle years, there is a sharp growth spurt e Teach them about healthy eating.

and then growth slows, e Emphasize the importance of exercise and provide

— For girls, the growth spurt occurs at them with opportunities to connect
9-13 years (typically starting at with nature.
10 and peaking at 12).

e Teach them that sleep is very important.
— For boys, it is between 11-15 years

¢ Facilitate adequate, quality sleep. Make sure there
(starting at 12 and peaking at 14).

are household bedtime rules, and make very sure
there are no computer devices
after bedtime or in bed.

Their endurance and e They are slowly and steadily getting stronger. ¢ Help children learn about their bodies and physical
strength are slowly e They have stable, though limited abilities through different activities.
Improving. muscular endurance. e Provide opportunities for fun,
e They have a hard time sustaining extended periods safe physical activities.
of exercise. e Make sure they avoid over-training or

too many repetitive movements.

Physical changes ¢ Boys begin puberty between 11-15 years e Puberty can be a confusing time for children.
associated with (average 14). Talk to them about the changes they are
puberty begin to occur. Girls begin puberty between the ages of nine undergoing so they know what to expect.
and 13 (average 12). e Puberty will likely bring with it a greater desire
« They may begin to experience changes in body for privacy in children. Within the boundaries of

structure, composition (e.g., body fat) and in common sense and safety, give it o them.

physical sex characteristics such as breast
development and pubic hair.
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Movement Skills and Knowledge
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What’s
happening? How can | tell? How can | help?

Their fundamental
movement skills are
improving.

They are beginning
to understand their
bodies and physical
abilities.

e They are getting better at fundamental
motor skills such as jumping, running, twisting,
bending, catching and dribbling a ball.

e They have better control when participating
in skills requiring change of speed, direction
and height.

¢ They can throw and catch with control
and precision.

e Allin all, they have greater speed, strength,
endurance, eye-hand and eye-foot coordination,
reaction time, balance and agility.

e Simply put, they are moving better.

— Their movements are being guided by
improvements in depth perception.

— They have better postures and are able to
assume and maintain a desired stance
or position.

e Work with children on the basic skills needed
for sports and recreational activities.

e |f children struggle with certain motor skills,
have them work on special exercises or activities
to help them improve.

e Encourage them in this work.

e Always emphasize that physical activities are
meant to be enjoyable and entertaining

¢ Help them find physical activities they enjoy, and
encourage them to participate as often
as possible.

e There should be no such thing as
“not being good at” something. If they are
doing it, it is good.

Health Knowledge and Behaviour

What'’s o ”
happening? How can | tell? How can | help?

They increasingly
take responsibility for
their own health and
physical wellbeing.

e Children begin to understand the connections
between diet, physical activity and health.

e They have increased interest in nutrition and
healthy eating.

e Explain to them that they can take control of
their own physical wellbeing.

e Take children on the land and explore nature, learn
how to be safe in nature, and navigate natural
terrains.

¢ Encourage them to take positive steps to promote
wellbeing — adopt healthy daily routines, eat
healthy meals, walk or bike to school, get a good
night’s sleep.

e Model self-care. Show them that you are also
committed to a healthy daily routine.

e Teach them to make healthy meals.

e Try to ensure that they get nine to 11 hours of
uninterrupted quality sleep per night.
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PRYSICAL DEVELOPMENT

Health Knowledge and Behaviour

What’s
happening? How can I tell? How can | help?

They have a growing
awareness of body
image and the
prevalence of social
comparisons.

They are more
physically active,
especially in groups.

e Children are becoming aware of their body image.

e They may feel self-conscious or less attractive
than their peers, they may feel themselves to be

within a normal range, or they may feel themselves

to be particularly attractive.

e They may appear to be judging the appearance
of their peers.

e They may show signs of attaching social
importance to being attractive.

e Children regularly engage in moderate to
vigorous physical activity.

¢ They have an increased desire to play and interact
physically with their peers.

e Understand that children are beginning to view
others in terms of how attractive they are.

e |f they are showing insecurity about how
they look, teach them to focus on their assets and
qualities.

¢ Help them understand that attractiveness
is subjective, and is not a measure of a
person’s worth.

o Be very alert for signs that children are anxious or
depressed, e.g., getting significantly lower marks
in school, avoiding friends and family, or changes
to sleeping or eating habits.

e Create a safe environment for them to openly
discuss emotions, feelings and concerns.

e Provide children with as many opportunities
as possible to be physically active.

¢ Help them develop habits that support lifelong
physical activity.

¢ Wherever possible, engage in physical activity with
them — play games, throw a ball,
go on hikes, or go swimming.

e Mix organized sport, unstructured play and
active transportation such as walking and biking
into their daily activities.

¢ Provide opportunities for them to be in the

outdoors and nature as often as possible.
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EMOTIONAL DEVELOPMENT

Developing a Sense of Self and Identity

What’s
happening? How can I tell? How can | help?

Children are developing
personal identities and
exploring their sense
of self.

They are building
interest and connection
to social and cultural
identities.

They are beginning to think of themselves in terms e Reinforce for children that they are good at things,
of their physical appearance, and support their development in
preferences, academic success, athletic skill those areas.

and social abilties. e Reinforce for them that people should not be

This may result in feelings of confidence and judged by what they are good at, but instead
belonging, but it can also result in feelings should be judged for being a good person.
of insecurity. e Give them lots of opportunities to try out
They are beginning to appreciate the ways in which different things.

people resemble one another, and the ways in

e (Once you have identified their areas of interest,

which they differ. help them engage in activities that involve those
They have begun to think and talk about what they interests, and make sure they see that those areas
want to be when they grow up. of interest are important to you.

e Attempt to connect them with positive role models
and mentors, particularly those who reflect their
personal and cultural identity.

¢ Help them learn about truth and reconciliation and
Canada’s commitment to Indigenous peoples.

Children are beginning to see the world as o Cultural identity is a protective factor

consisting of social and cultural groups. for children— expose and involve children in their
They see themselves and their peers as own culture learnings as much as possible.
belonging to one or several of those social or e Tell children their family story so they get

cultural groups. a sense of belonging to their culture.

They show pride in developing a sense of e Expose children to traditional toys.

belonging with certain other individuals

e Participate in traditional/culturally grounded
and groups. parenting classes (for parents and caregivers).
They are starting to appreciate the values

. v e Start talking to children, in positive ways,
that are important to groups and individuals.

about various ways of life, cultural models
and identities.
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EMOTIONAL DEVELOPMENT

Developing a Sense of Competence

What’s o .
happening? How can | tell? How can | help?

How children feel
about themselves is
evolving, based on
personal attributes and
feedback.

Children are developing
self-efficacy. They are
increasingly confident
in their ability to
accomplish certain
tasks and goals.

Children are
increasingly ready and
even eager to take on
new challenges.

e Particularly in the early middle years, children
may not be good at distinguishing between their
desire to be good at something and their actual
competence, so they often overestimate
their abilities.

e |n the later middle years, they develop a more
realistic level of self-efficacy (their belief in
their ability to succeed at something), due to
increasing self-awareness, ability to make
social comparisons, critical assessment of their
competencies and feedback from others.

e They are able to describe what they like about
themselves, how they are similar to others and
how they are different.

e They are developing social, physical and
school-related skills, and are clearly proud of these
new abilities.

e They have a willingness to work hard at things.

e They are eager to contribute and show how
competent they are.

¢ |ncreasingly, they want to take on, and succeed at,
more complex tasks.

e They are developing overarching goals,
commitments, and a sense of future.

e Acknowledge what children are good at, and
support them in doing those activities as often and
as well as possible.

e Use the things they are good at, whatever those
things might be, to help them build their self-
confidence.

e Support them to develop a realistic self-
assessment of their abilities, and take pride in their
strengths.

¢ Provide praise, positive feedback, and
encouragement when it is deserved.

¢ Be a mentor to them. It’s one of the best ways to
help them build leadership skills, independence
and confidence.

e Help children understand their strengths,
but also their limits.

e | ook for ways for children to gain a sense of
achievement and proficiency in an activity or skill.

e Watch for signs that they are losing motivation.
Look for ways to increase their belief in themselves
and their abilities, such as assigning unique
responsibilities that you know they can carry out.

e Try to place them in situations where they can
learn without worrying about being compared
to others.

e Encourage practice and hard work.

e Set high but realistic goals that children
can achieve.

e Encourage them to set their own goals.
e Encourage children to practice learned technigues.

e Teach them to persevere and see failures as
learning opportunities.

¢ Allow children the opportunity to fail — and to
learn from it. Teach them that taking risks is
a core part of learning.
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Moral Reasoning and Fairness

What’s o .
happening? How can | tell? How can | help?
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Moral reasoning is
becoming externally
motivated.

Children are developing
a sense of right and
wrong and what is fair.

e Through the middle years, children will move
through clear stages of moral reasoning.

o At first, moral behaviour is based on self-interest
and the fear of consequences for breaking
the rules.

e | ater, behaviour is geared to getting rewards
for doing the right thing, rather than avoiding
punishment.

e Following this, behaviour is driven by an
understanding of duty and justice and a desire
for social approval.

e They are beginning to appreciate values such as
fairness, tolerance, understanding and respect.

e They are interested in the reasons for rules,
and are beginning to question rules they believe
are unfair.

¢ They sometimes make suggestions for improving
the rules.

e They can act fairly, and when resolving a conflict
take fairness into consideration.

e Be firm but fair.

e Create a warm environment that has consistent
rules and high expectations for behaviour.

e Discuss values, moral and ethical issues, and
social responsibility.

e Children will find themselves wrestling with moral
dilemmas. Work with them, but try to ensure that
they arrive at their own answers.

¢ Talk with them and explore their values and
how to be inclusive and accepting of difference
and diversity.

¢ Hold children accountable for their actions in
a consistent manner, whether with rewards or
consequences as appropriate.

e |f there are consequences for bad behaviour, make
sure that children understand why and how their
behaviour was unacceptable.

e Discuss values and ethical behaviour with them.

e |dentify and discuss the values that you share with
children and explain why they are important.
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EMOTIONAL DEVELOPMENT

Emotional Regulation (Emotional Understanding and Expression)

What’s
happening? How can | tell? How can | help?

They have developed
the ability to perceive
and understand
emotion in themselves
and others.

They are becoming
aware that they can
influence the way they
think and feel.

Their ability to regulate
and manage emotions,
while limited, is
improving.

e Children begin noticing when others are upset,
and understand why.

e They are aware of their own reactions to things.

¢ They have started developing strategies to help
themselves and others.

e Between the ages of five and 10, they show
increasing sensitivity to facial expressions of
surprise, disgust and fear.

e Between the ages of 10 and 12, they show
increasing sensitivity to angry and
sad facial expressions.

e Children begin to understand that the way they
think about things can affect the way they feel.

e They are able to use words to label and discuss
their emotions.

¢ They can discuss how various situations and
behaviours affect the way they feel, and they are
learning how best to respond to those situations
and how to modify those behaviours.

e Children start being able to regulate their
emotional expression to avoid hurting others or
to protect themselves.

e They understand the difference between
experiencing an emotion and expressing it.

e They dwell and obsess less than they used to
on mishaps and challenges.

e Be a model for them. Show children that

you are aware of their emotions, and the emotions
of others.

Help them describe their emotions in words,
such as sad, angry, and happy.

Provide opportunities for emotional expression
through art, music or movement.

Help them understand that emotions like fear,
sadness and anger will pass.

Explicitly address and help them understand
their anxieties.

Some children have difficulty recognizing subtle
social cues. Take a direct approach and help them
learn to recognize and describe facial expressions
and body language.

Help children see the link between changing
their thoughts and mood.

Watch for situations in which children are blaming
themselves, blaming others, exaggerating their
problems or avoiding them altogether. Try to help
them see what they are doing.

Set a good example by being a consistent and
strong role model. Show children that you can
manage your emotions.

Make sure that home is a positive and safe
emotional environment.

Show warmth and affection to children.

Help children by talking them through adverse
emotional events.

When an emotional experience occurs, help
children to understand it and express their
feelings, as well as talk through ways to cope or be
comforted when difficult emotions arise.

e Teach children mindfulness techniques.
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Social Competencies

What’s
happening? How can I tell? How can | help?

Children are e Middle years children are becoming less and less ¢ Be a role model. Show your children that you

increasingly self-centred. care deeply about the feelings of others.

capable of feeliljg e They can sense the feelings and needs of others * Discuss bullying with them, with an emphasis on

and d:’:"“s"a““g and react to other people’s distress. how it would feel to be bullied.

empathy.

— e They are sensitive to the needs of others, and e Encourage them to think about social exclusion

consider these needs even in pursuit of their and social justice issues and how it impacts
own interests. them as well as their peers.

e They are beginning to understand about
discrimination that is based on race and gender.

They are getting better ¢ Middle years children are beginning to realize o | et them know that different perspectives are a
at understanding the that people may have their own views, desires and normal part of life. Emphasize conflict resolution
perspectives of others. emotions. skills, as opposed to “us and them” attitudes.
e They are starting to understand how their words e Talk to children about how their actions can
and behaviour can affect others. affect others’ thoughts and feelings.
e They can take into account other people’s e Talk to them about the needs, feelings and desires
intentions when making decisions or relating of friends and family members.
to others.

e Explain to them about how easy it can be to
e They understand the consequences of hurt or scare someone online.

cyberbullying and other kinds of inappropriate

online behaviour.
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SOCTAL DEVELOPMENT

Social Competencies

What’s
happening? How can I tell? How can | help?

They are developing e Children are learning strategies for how to manage  ® As always, be a role model. Use your own
better conflict and resolve conflicts with others. actions and those of other caring adults to show

management skills. children what positive social behaviour and positive

e They are aware of, and can appreciate, different
conflict resolution can look like.

cultural behavioural norms and expectations.
e Teach them conflict resolution skills tailored to

e They understand the different forms of bullying,
their needs and level of development.

and are aware of their negative impact.
e |f you hear someone saying that bullying is
“just a stage,” explain that it won’t be unless the
child doing the bullying is supported in learning
how to stop.

e They are beginning to behave appropriately in
various social situations, and beginning to
exhibit appropriate behaviours for maintaining
positive relationships.

e Discuss ways that children can prevent bullying
and victimization, and how they can intervene
when they occur.

e Discuss electronic bullying with them, and
explore ways of preventing it.

Social Connectedness

What’s
happening? How can | tell? How can | help?

Children are developing e They interact positively, in a range of contexts, with e Encourage children to join in different kinds of
a sense of belonging friends, older and younger students, and adults. groups, and participate in different types of

to groups and e They can identify a range of groups, including team activities.
communities. cultural groups, to which they, their family e Always emphasize to them the importance of
members and friends belong. connecting with other people, being productive

e They are learning to work in teams in order to and making a contribution to society.

complete activities within a set timeframe. e Attend cultural events, or social events for families
with special needs children, so that special needs
children and their families can socialize in a
supportive and informal atmosphere.
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Social Connectedness

What’s o ”
happening? How can | tell? How can | help?

They are becoming ¢ Middle years children are beginning to appreciate e Discuss topics like ethics, politics and religion
aware of, and common society values such as fairness, with children.
responding to, social equity and inclusion, tolerance, understanding and

aebt * Help them Iearn how to stand up for their
norms and justice. respect. own and other people’s beliefs and values.
¢ They have begun to understand their own and

e Talk to them about family, social and
other people’s rights and responsibilities.

community responsibility.
e They are beginning to question rules which they

believe are unfair, and make suggestions about

improving the rules.

¢ They have begun to understand people’s different
needs, and are using that understanding to resolve
conflicts fairly.

They are learning to e Children have become aware that different people e Try to ensure that children feel as if they belong
respect diversity and have differences in their cultural practices, and in in whatever groups or contexts they find
different contexts. the way they dress, eat, greet one another themselves in.

and in their social norms. * Talk to them about the importance of belonging,

e They have begun to appreciate both the similarities and how important belonging is to other people in
and differences between individuals and groups, other groups.
specifically language, cultural and religious groups. Have discussions about the dignity of all people

e They understand and value social inclusion, racial and diversity and inclusion as core values.
and cultural diversity, sexual and gender diversity e Be a role model to children in terms of

and aility. how you deal with, and talk about, other groups
and cultures.
They are becoming e Children have begun to understand that to ¢ Model social inclusion and support diversity.
socially responsible. participate in society, they need to be aware of e Be a role model to children in terms of how

their rights and responsibilities. you deal with, and talk about, other groups

e They have learned to contribute and and cultures.

share responsibility. e Support equity and inclusion, in whatever social

e They participate in civic-minded activities at home groups or contexts they participate in.
and school, such as recycling, composting, and

¢ Have discussions about the dignity of all people,
taking responsibility for resources.

and equity and inclusion as core values.
e They are exploring ways in which they
and others can work to improve their community
and environment.

e Talk with them about how they can support
equity and inclusion.
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Relationships with Family and Friends

What’s o ”
happening? How can | tell? How can | help?

They have begun to
develop autonomy from
the family, but still
need strong support.

They are developing
close, important
friendships.

Early Middle Years:

e Children are developing an identity independent
from their parents/caregivers.

e They are spending more and more time with peers,
other adults and in activities outside
the home.

Later Middle Years:

e They have an increased desire and readiness for
greater autonomy and independence.

e They are expressing attitudes and beliefs that are
different from those of their parents/caregivers.

¢ They want more freedom, responsibilities
and rights.

e Children are beginning to form more
intimate friendships.

e They have begun to display appropriate behaviours
for maintaining positive relationships.

e Their sense of self and self-worth is now partly
associated with group values and norms.

e They give greater priority to social activities
with peers, peer acceptance and their
own appearance.

¢ Provide guidance that is warm and safe, but
also firm and structured, with consistent rules
and high expectations about behaviour and
personal conduct.

e Do activities together as a family or extended
family to keep children engaged:

— Consider traditional or cultural activities.

— Go on family walks or road trips to explore
new places together.

e Create a safe environment in which children can
openly discuss emotions, feelings and concerns.

e Encourage children in independent
problem-solving, critical thinking and proactive
exploration of ideas.

e As they mature, give them increasing
responsibility, autonomy and leadership
(e.g., maintain a chore chart).

e Start teaching children about financial
responsibility from a young age by setting up
a bank account for them.

e Balance your desire to supervise them with the
need to encourage their growing desire to explore
relationships outside the home.

e Talk with them about who they can go to if they
have a problem they need help with. Include
various contexts including home and school.

e Try to teach children to value respectful,
reciprocal friendships.

e Encourage them to always be mindful of
their values and ethics, and keep the lines of
communication open so children will confide
in parents when their values are challenged
or they need help.

e Discuss their friends with them, in the context
of what it is to be a good friend.

¢ Talk to them about the role of emotions in
interpersonal relationships.

e Monitor their friendships and interaction with
peers as much as you can.
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Relationships with Family and Friends

What’s o ”
happening? How can | tell? How can | help?

They are participating e They are developing a sense of being a part e Talk to children about group dynamics.
in both small and larger of larger networks of children, friends and

. e Support their exploration of different types of
peer groups. acquaintances.

friends, and groups of friends.

* They have diverse groups of friends. e Friendships are very important. If your children

e They are able to discuss their various groups of have trouble making friends, try to place them
friends and how they fit in with them. in situations, such as sports or other after-
school activities, in which they will interact with
other children.

They are developing the Early Middle Years: ¢ Model healthy relationship behaviour for them —
foundations for healthy o opigen are increasingly aware of gender identity. show them how important respect and kindness

romantic relationships. o o ) are in relationships between people.
e They are developing high quality friendships, and

are accepted in a peer group, mainly with the
same Sex.

o Make sure that they are getting relationship and
sexual education.

e Talk to them about romantic relationships,

* Some are beginning to have interactions with the S )
and ask about their feelings and experiences.

opposite sex, and have a greater awareness of
romantic relationships. e Talk to them about consent, peer pressure and
dating violence.

Later Middle Years: » Make sure they know to talk to an adult if
they are aware of, or part of, an inappropriate,

e They are starting to have romantic interests. unhealthy or abusive relationship.

¢ They understand romantic relationships and what

il e el g o e i e Remain open-minded to children’s self-identity

and gender fluidity.
e Some enter into “boyfriend/girlfriend”

relationships, often within a larger peer group.
e They are participating in, and becoming more
skilled in, mixed-gender peer groups.
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Language and Literacy

What’s o ”
happening? How can | tell? Where do | start?

Their vocabulary and
use of language is
becoming fluent.

Their basic literacy
skills and competencies
such as reading,
writing, spelling and
typing are improving.

They are gaining
understanding and
use of complex and
nuanced language
concepts.

e Children can speak fluently, with no
articulation errors.

o Children who are Deaf/hearing impaired are
signing confidently.

e Children who have limited/no verbal skills are able
to use a communication device confidently.

e Their vocabulary is increasing, and they use longer
and more complex sentences.

e They can keep their part in a conversation
going by giving reasons, explaining choices, and
asking questions.

e Throughout the middle years, children are
getting better at writing, both on paper and on
the computer.

o Gradually, they get better at reading independently
and confronting unfamiliar words.

e They learn to spell words they use often first,
and use known spelling patterns to try spelling
words they don't know.

e They can understand stories that are more
and more complex.

e They can identify when information is an opinion
as opposed to a fact.

e They can express ideas that are complicated,
and can use colloquial speech.

COMMUNICATION DEVELOPMENT

e |isten to children when they are communicating
and show them that you are interested in what
they are telling you.

e Encourage them to tell you about their
experiences and opinions.

e Use prompts such as “and?” and “go on” to
extend conversations and get them to finish
their thoughts.

¢ |nvolve Inuit children in culture and Inuktitut
language programs, activities and events.

¢ Read to children as often as you can.

e Encourage them to read things that interest them,
and read aloud.

e Encourage them to write as often as possible,
and take an active interest in anything
they write.

® Engage children in discussion and debate.
e Explain the use of words with multiple meanings.

¢ \When explaining new concepts, try to link them to
things or ideas they already know.

® Encourage children to learn how to use the library
and Internet for research.




COMMUNIGATION DEVELOPMENT

Communication

What'’s
happening? How can | tell? Where do | start?

Developmental Maps 68

Their verbal and non-
verbal communication
skills, such as talking,
listening, and signing
are improving.

Their text and
multi-media based
communication skills
are improving.

Their social
communication skills
are more developed.

e Children are communicating with others in more
sophisticated ways and for a range of purposes.

e They have begun trying to express and
communicate specific ideas and feelings to
particular audiences or for particular purposes.

e They are able to persuade by presenting a
well-formed, convincing argument.

e They can use visual aids to present information
in an engaging manner.

e Children are expressing ideas using various
media and materials.

e They try to communicate ideas, concepts,
observations, feelings and experiences
through art.

e They effectively use information and
communication technologies for research,
and to communicate their thinking.

e They compose and send electronic messages.

e Children are able to start conversations with adults
and children they don’t know.

¢ They understand other points of view, and can
show they agree or disagree.

¢ They understand tone and body language,
social conventions and most social cues.

e They can carry out “small talk.”

e Encourage and be receptive to communication
that they initiate.

e Use prompts such as “and?” and “go on”
to extend conversations and get them to finish
their thoughts.

e Promote the use of their first language or
traditional Indigenous language, and support
them in learning a second language.

e Expose them to other forms of media,
such as video, animation, and texting.

e Encourage them to create printed documents
and presentations.

e Encourage them to explore online activities,
while monitoring to ensure that they make
safe choices.

e Eat meals together and focus on having
good conversations.

e Make conversations challenging, but always fun.

e Encourage children to communicate with
other children.

e Provide children with opportunities for various
types of social interaction.

e Encourage them to initiate communication.

e Encourage children to ask questions and ask
for help when needed.
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A LIVING RESOURCE ON
MIDDLE YEARS DEVELOPMENT

Our knowledge of child development continues to evolve. While this resource
is based on what we know about the optimal development of middle years
children in 2017, this knowledge will continue to grow and expand in the
years to come. Due to this growing body of research, it is important that
governments, communities, service providers and families remain current
with new evidence, approaches and knowledge as they become available.
Involving families directly in ongoing conversations about ways we can
support them in raising their middle years children will also help to ensure that
this resource remains a living document that is relevant and personalized to
meet the changing needs of children and families.

COLLABORATION AND PARTNERSHIPS

Supporting middle years children and their families requires collaboration

by all of those who play a role in supporting their optimal development,
including governments, community partners, frontline service providers,
Elders, Senators, traditional knowledge keepers, educators, coaches, and
parents and caregivers. These individuals and organizations have exceptional
knowledge, expertise and insight about how best to support the optimal
development of our middle years children.

Given the complexity and diversity of children’s lives and the service systems
that support them, no one organization can individually support or address
all aspects of a child’s development. However, in partnership, we can work
together to more effectively support children in their middle years to prepare
them to enter adolescence armed with the tools that will help them succeed
and thrive.
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