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INTRODUCTION 
 

 
It’s not our imagination, kids really are different! 

 
Today’s youth face four constructs that adults either did not experience at all or did not 
experience in the same way as the youth today.  
 
Subscribers to the Association of Middle-Level Educators Magazine can read a more 
detailed analysis in the October 2019 issue.  
 
Resource folder 
 
 

ATHLETICS 
The benefits of athletics are innumerable, including physical outlet, mastery of a skill, 
increases in Serotonin (the chemical associated with happiness), and social 
relationships.  At the same time, the relationship to athletics has changed and become 
an entity around which family life is scheduled and identity is entwined.  

 

❖ Majoring in sports as young as seven years old 
❖ Intertwining identity and athletics 
❖ Focusing on one sport for multiple seasons on multiple 

teams  
❖ Seeking travel teams 

❖ Increasing numbers of sports-related injuries and surgeries 
❖ Funding for college disproportional for the number of athletes 
❖ Over and under-identification by parents 

Many students "major in sports" as young as age seven, playing the same sport all 
year, and often on multiple teams. From an identity perspective, students often describe 
themselves as the sport they play "I am James, a soccer player" instead of "I am 
James, I enjoy soccer, video games, and reading." Athletic identity may be challenged 
as interests change, and bodies develop, making it so athletes may not be able to 
perform as they were capable when they were younger. "Majoring" in a sport at a young 
age may leave out passion, seasons, and risks overuse injuries. Surgeons also report 
an increase in younger athletes with sports-related injuries requiring a choice of quitting 
the sport or getting corrective surgery.  
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With the increase in majoring in a sport, we also see a shift in emphasis on ‘qualifying’ 
for travel teams. In the past, travel teams allowed athletes to compete at a higher level 
against equally, if not stronger, athletes. Now we see more travel teams being created. 
These teams by the nature of requiring travel, can leave out students with families who 
cannot afford, either financially or with time off of work and away from home to 
participate.  
 
Parent support of athletes provides a shared language and interests.  At the same time, 
we often see parents over-identifying with their child’s athletic accomplishments with 
comments such as “We won the game!” and coaching from the sidelines.  Many parents 
hope their children will get athletic scholarships to college, but the college funding of 
athletes has not increased with the increased numbers of children majoring in a sport. 
Athletic directors often wish for parents to be in partnership with their children and the 
team while keeping a healthy balance such that their children see their athletic 
accomplishments and challenges as part of their growth and development rather than 
as a defining point.  
 
 

DEVICES 
 

 

❖ Increasingly the educational and informational 
source 

❖ Responding to searches through algorithms 
❖ Moving away from the separation of device and 

person 
❖ Differing sets of rules for middle schoolers and 

adults 

Though only just over ten years old, devices have become the means to communicate, 
document, search, and entertain. "Why do adults always say they do not want us to 'go 
online' so much?" asked, Janelle, a 13-year-old student. When breaking down the 
question, Janelle was a mystified by the phrase "online" as she was by the frequent 
requests to limit her time. Her classmates agreed to add that they do not think of their 
phone as a separate device but rather as a means to communicate, learn, and 
entertain, in fact when one student shared he had been "talking to her all night" I asked 
was he talking verbally or with his thumbs. His response included the non-verbal look 
indicating it was a ridiculous question and "through texts, of course!" This exchange is 
not unique and demonstrates the fluidity in which devices have entered our world. Many 
adults are surprised by this, but we think about when we were in middle school, most of 
us would have had the same response if our parents asked if we were in touch with 
friends via a telephone or by letter.  
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When in doubt about almost any topic, we often "google it." Somehow "googling" has 
become a verb meaning "to gather information." Search engines have algorithms 
moving issues to the top of the screen by the number of times they are searched for or 
used on a device. One light-hearted example is the recognizability of emojis as a 
cultural reference. Emojis did not exist until a few years ago, the more they were 
searched, the more they moved up in the search engines, much like an article on the 
front page of the paper. However, over the past few years, they have been referenced 
and searched so frequently that we now have an Emoji movie and can have to see 
Emojis on shirts, birthday supplies, and more. This move from a rarely searched topic to 
our everyday awareness happened because of the algorithms in our search engines, 
and it occurs in all areas. As we consider the influence of "googling it" we also need to 
consider what happens when topics aren't addressed such as Stephen who told me "I 
heard the word 'pansexual' and asked my mom what it meant, she responded with 'you 
don't need to know about that' so I googled it." Stephen, like many students today, gets 
his education about topics he does not feel he can ask adults, through google.  
 
Over the past couple of years, 200+ students were asked to advise adults about their 
relationship to technology and what advice worked for being responsible for their 
devices. Feedback included, "I don't have anyone at my school who is gay, and 
because of my chat group, I don't feel so alone." "Many times when I am on my phone, I 
am looking things up, it may be the definition to a word a teacher used or the band my 
friend mentioned not just going on social media." The feedback about what helps them 
to be responsible included "I do need the rules of not keeping my phone in my room to 
keep me from being on it too late" to "I don't understand why my school and parents tell 
me not to post pictures without permission, but when my mom friended me on social 
media I could see that for many years she has posted pictures and stories about me 
without my permission, that just doesn't make sense". One of the most frequent 
comments was best summarized as "I wish I could tell my teachers and parents 'If you 
don't want me on my phone between classes, at the dinner table, or a stoplight, you 
shouldn't be on yours walking down the hall, while out to dinner with me or at a 
stoplight'".  
 
 

DEVELOPMENTAL TIMELINE 
 

 

❖ Earlier onset of physical and emotional changes 
❖ Expanded understanding of the importance of the 

chemical changes 
❖ Elongated timeline for frontal lobe development 
❖ Educational practices continue to occur later 

We used to believe the frontal lobe of the brain responsible for impulse control and 
decision making, was 'fixed' by age 18, then 21, and now according to the National 
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Institutes of Health (NIH), we believe it reaches maturity in the mid to late '20s. We also 
thought the physical changes of adolescence begin around 6th grade. Still, NIH 
describes the onset of puberty, the time in life when a person becomes sexually mature, 
typically occurring between ages 8 and 13 for girls, and ages 9 and 14 for boys. 
Importantly, much of our education does not include the chemical changes proceeding 
with the physical changes.  
 
Parents and teachers pre-frame physical changes from a young age with statements 
such as "You are riding a tricycle now, but when you are bigger, you will ride a 
two-wheeler." We celebrate growth and development for younger children, "Look how 
high you can swing!" However, we often miss forecasting the growth and development 
of adolescence. This combination of the absence of predicting changes and celebrating 
growth creates a web of secrecy around the differences in development. Parents and 
teachers serve students well by letting them know as young as the second grade that 
just as they grew from babies to second graders, they will grow from second graders to 
teenagers, and like when they were babies, the adults are present to support them. It's 
important to remember when questions are asked and know when not answering, 
students may search for the answers on devices. 
 

DIVERSITY, EQUITY, INCLUSION, and JUSTICE 
 

While there is much work to be done, much has 
changed regarding diversity, equity, inclusion, and 
justice. Kids today have a different relationship with the 
words and understanding of 'diversity,' 'bias,' 'privilege,' 
and 'social identifiers.' 
 
The shift in language: 

❖ Bias and privilege 
❖ Diversity, equity, inclusion, and justice 

 

 

❖ Changing understanding of gender 
identity, gender equity, race, and 
more 

❖ Increasing language use in society 
❖ Inclusion through social media 
❖ Growing expectations of colleges, 

businesses, and relationships 
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POLITICAL EVENTS 
 

Election 2016: 
❖ Introduction of language 
❖ Adult reaction 
❖ Students seeing themselves in the process 

of change 

 
 

 

Student Activism: 
❖ March for our lives 
❖ Election of 2018 
❖ Environmental walkout 
❖ Pride events 
❖ Shifting expectations 
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REFLECT 
 

 
Reflections 

 
What did I hear?  

 

 
How will I reflect on it? 

 

 
 
What did/will I share? 

 

 
 
How will this workshop inform my work?
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ABOUT MY WORK 
 

 

My career blends experiences as a clinical 
social worker and educator.  My educational 
administrative experiences are as an 
assistant head of lower school, head of a 
middle school, and senior administrator.  My 
therapy background includes serving as a 
counselor in lower, middle, and upper 
schools as well as private practice.  I began 
consulting after seeing a need for supporting 
schools to live out their missions regarding 
diversity and inclusion such that students 
can be seen and heard while learning to be 
visible and use their voices in productive 
ways.  

I have had the privilege of working in over 140 schools, offering keynote, and break out 
conference sessions, writing for journals and blogs, and serving as the host of an 
internationally syndicated podcast "Third Space With Jen Cort" bringing student, faculty, 
staff, and parents voices focusing on equity, diversity, inclusion, and justice. 
 
Please look for information on other school systems, including previous work on 
‘Connecting trustee roles with JEDI‘ and forthcoming projects focusing on aligning 
diversity goals with admissions and development practices.” 
 
 
 

 
jencort@jencort.com 

(301) 318-2330 
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