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Abstract 

This project thesis explores declining engagement among middle-years learners and suggests how 

ŜŘǳŎŀǘƻǊǎ Ŏŀƴ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘ ǘƻ ŀŘƻƭŜǎŎŜƴǘǎΩ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƴŜŜŘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀƎŜ ƻŦ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅΣ in a rural British 

Columbia context. Based on research related to adolescent cognitive and social development, 

technology use, outdoor learning, and play, this project emphasizes the importance of developmentally 

responsive teaching practices that nurture self-efficacy in adolescent students. The project component is 

a professional development tool presented as a picture book titled To see a middle Muddle: A lesson in 

believing. The fictional narrative follows a middle-years student and teacher as they navigate the 

research confirmed complexities of adolescence and schooling. Through story, the book encourages 

reflection, empathy, and practical application of research-based strategies among educators and 

caregivers. The picture book was co-created with middle-years students who contributed illustrations, 

reinforcing ǘƘƛǎ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΩǎ focus on student voice, capacity, and agency. The complementary educator 

guide supports teachers with key research findings and practical classroom strategies. This thesis argues 

that capturing educational research in a story can make professional learning more engaging and 

accessible and strengthen ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŀŘƻƭŜǎŎŜƴǘ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƴŜŜŘǎΦ  

 Keywords: adolescent engagement, middle years education, wellness-centered learning, 

educational leadership, picture books, professional learning, self-efficacy, adolescent development, 

technology and learning, outdoor education, play-based learning  
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Chapter 1 ς Introduction 

Vignette 
 
Long before I understood the language of pedagogy, I understood the language of stories and 
pictures. Stories were embedded in my childhood and a natural way of connecting, 
communicating, and learning. My father was an adventurer and observer who treasured 
uniqueness and diversity in people. He documented his adventures and reflections in journals 
and books. When I was born, he began to gather the small, seemingly ordinary moments of my 
childhood and captured them in bound pages illustrated by my grandmother. 
 
When I was about seven years old, I was gifted a helium balloon in the shape of a parrot that I 
named òPapageno.ó Two days later, Papageno escaped from my bedroom when my mother 
accidentally left him unattended near an open window. I was devastated by this loss. To cheer 
me up, my parents and my two older brothers began writing letters from the Brazilian 
rainforest, Papagenoõs imagined new home, sharing stories of his adventures in the jungle. A 
year later, my father transformed this core childhood memory into a picture book. My 
grandmother, who had written and illustrated several stories of her own, brought the narrative 
to life with bright, vivid illustrations. Through these letters and the book, I learned about the 
rainforest, sustainability, and exotic species, all through the fictional eyes of a helium balloon. 
Seeing myself and Papagenoõs story reflected in a smooth, bound book through my fatherõs 
vision was more than a source of comfort. It was an early lesson in the power of storytelling to 
transform loss into wonder and narrative into learning. 
 
This project thesis grows from my lifelong friendship with picture books. It begins with the belief 
that narrative is not an accessory to learning but its very foundation. At a time when 
adolescents are navigating identity, belonging, and an overwhelming digital world, 
engagement cannot be reduced to strategies or tools alone. It must be relational, accessible, 
and human. It can be captured in story. The reason why I want to tell the stories of adolescent 
learners, their teachers, and the complex realities of engaging them in learning in the age of 
technology is to illuminate the tension and tenderness of this work, and to bring compassion to 
both students and teachers in these wondrous yet intricate years.  
 
Introduction 

Teachers striving to reclaim theƛǊ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ attention face what can feel like an overwhelming, 

even hopeless, endeavour ǿƘŜƴ ŎƻǳƴǘŜǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƘŀǊƳŦǳƭ ŎƻƎƴƛǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ΨNature 

Deficit DisorderΩ (Louv, 2009), a condition that arises from growing up disconnected from nature. The 

binding grip that the influx of handheld devices has on the wiring of developing brains in a generation of 

children, may be stronger than what teachers can navigate in the realms of the educational systems 

they work within. Current research on teens anŘ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ ǳǎŜ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘΣ άǘƻŘŀȅΣ ƴŜŀǊƭȅ ŀƭƭ ¦Φ{Φ 

teens say they use the internet every day (96%). And the share of teens who report being online Ψalmost 
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constantlyΩ has roughly doubled since 2014-2015 (24% vs. пс҈ύέ όtŜǿ wŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ /ŜƴǘŜǊΣ нлнпΣ ǇΦ мύΦ Lƴ 

his book, The anxious generation, social psychologist Jonathan Haidt (2024), alerts readers to the 

cognitive changes and heightened anxiety in our youth that is attributed to problem technology use, 

which is digital device use that negatively affects well-being or daily functioning, and the deprivation of 

unstructured play. The repercussions of a phone-based childhood impact the development of executive 

functioning skills necessary for active participation in learning. Over the course of my 12 years in 

teaching, I have personally experienced and witnessed growing complexities of effective classroom 

management and increased dysregulation among students. 

The vocation to draw students into meaningful learning experiences can be especially daunting 

in the middle years. For the purposes of this paper, middle years is defined as Grade 7 and Grade 8 

ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŀƎŜŘ мм ǘƻ мп ȅŜŀǊǎ ƻƭŘΦ ! ǎǳōǎǘŀƴǘƛŀƭ ŀƳƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ άǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ 

motivation and engagement generally decline as they move through middle school and onto high 

ǎŎƘƻƻƭέ όAnderson et al., 2019, p. 205). While research has established the middle-school years as a 

foundational time to set students up for future success (Conklin, 2014), the middle-school student and 

educator stories that echo through the hallways are often those of disconnect, frustration, and fatigue. 

How can we as educators adjust our perspectives and tailor pedagogic approaches to meet the unique 

learning needs of middle-school students, who are both highly capable and yet susceptible due to rapid 

developmental and social changes? How can system leaders create conditions that allow teachers and 

subsequently their adolescent learners to thrive? As an educator who teaches unconditionally, I believe 

that it is a professional responsibility to adapt perspectives and practices to foster student engagement 

regardless of age, developmental phase, or background.  

My own harmful middle-school experiences left an emotional scar, serving as a reminder of the 

impact teachers can have in transforming the middle-school journeys of others. In my role as an 
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educator, I have felt the impact of words spoken by leaders whose belief in me mattered, reminding me 

that how we see others has a lasting effect. First, I will offer my personal stories and situate the topic of 

middle-school experiences within it to show how my challenges have shaped my perspectives and 

beliefs. Next, I will state the problem of disengagement in middle grades and outline key themes I 

identified as relevant in responding to this issue. Then I will discuss how the problem of disengaged 

adolescents is positioned within the context of educational leadership. Finally, I will explain why 

sourcing responsive means to engage middle school learners deserves the attention of educational 

leaders in a rapidly evolving world. Reflecting on my own experiences as a middle school student 

provides a starting point and the motivation to make positive changes for the future of others. 

Positionality 

 I am an elementary educator and a mother of three children. As such, I teach and nurture a 

generation of vulnerable children, growing up in a society where digital entertainment has replaced free 

play. The resulting rewiring of young brains matters, as it Ƙŀǎ ŘŀƳǇŜƴŜŘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘƛƴƪ 

creatively, to explore freely, to participate in healthy risky play, and to remain engaged and attentive 

while living and learning (Haidt, 2024). In primary-aged classrooms, I notice reluctance to participate in 

unfamiliar activities, discomfort with stillness and mindfulness, and a limited ability to navigate 

challenges independently. At home with my adolescent children, I observe rapid mood swings in 

response to minor demands, a strong need for social validation, and an increasing dependence on 

technology for entertainment. As a new middle years teacher, I feel an urgency to learn what is 

necessary for successτfor my students, the school community, and my growth as a flourishing 

professional. As an advocate for adolescents, I want to capture this research as story to call for quality 

education for students in these intricate, yet crucial, years.  
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My core values as an educator include protecting equity in learning, fostering a sense of 

belonging, and ensuring that students feel valued and emotionally resilient. I am disheartened to 

witness that many educators do not have the capacity and resources required to provide Grade 7 and 8 

with these critical pillars of healthy learning. Practice that is responsive to the unique developmental 

and social needs of middle school students requires vision, confidence, and careful preparation (Jansen 

& Kiefer, 2020). I have personally observed that a lack of foresight and a poor start to the school year is 

difficult to recover from. Engaging in document analysis focused on adolescent engagement in learning 

and comparing and synthesizing findings strengthens and ensures the most informed start possible.  

Noticing a lack of self-efficacy when working with Grade 7 students in various capacities, I 

believe that an appreciative inquiry approach (Priest et al., 2013), which is a framework for 

organizational change grounded in identifying and building on strengths, is needed, not necessarily into 

the system, but with middle-school students to help them discover their collective capacity and 

individual strengths. Adolescent students need to feel valued by their leaders, and it is equally important 

that they learn to value themselves and one another. Quantitative data alerts us to the cruel reality that 

middle-school teachers leave the profession at a higher rate than their elementary and high school 

counterparts (Conklin, 2014). It is my position that understanding the qualitative evidenceτcomprised 

ƻŦ ŘŜŜǇƭȅ ƭƛǎǘŜƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƴŜŜŘǎ ŀƴŘ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘing on critical literature findings within 

ƻƴŜΩǎ ǳƴƛǉǳŜ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘτcan begin to answer the fundamental questions of why this is 

happening.  

As an adolescent learner, connectedness, a sense of belonging, and engagement in learning was 

something I had, then lost, then regained. My father, being an avid adventurer and a constant seeker of 

a healthier quality of life, uprooted our family from the concrete congestion of Germany in 1999, and 

initiated the move across the ocean to Revelstoke, British Columbia, Canada. Though I was at a complex 
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developmental stage mid-way through Grade 7, I was initially thrilled for this move. My excitement, 

however, was dampened by the struggle to bond with peers and teachers in my new school community. 

I felt I belonged with the mountains, the lakes and rivers, my family, and the animalsτbut did not find 

the same connection in my school community. My formerly well-grounded capacity to enjoy and to take 

control of my learning diminished. This shift in my social surroundings and my inability to function in a 

mismatched learning environment shook me to the very core. My experience shows that a disturbed 

context can quickly break norms, behaviours, and levels of engagement in adolescents. I believe that 

this can be rebalanced through authentic pedagogic relationships and a deeper understanding of 

circumstances. 

While researching the developmental needs of middle-school students, I have learned it is 

essential to appreciate that their level of engagement is subjective to their ability to self-regulate their 

learning (Anderson et al., 2019; Jansen & Kiefer, 2020; Raufelder & Kulakow, 2021), discovering their 

unique passions and interests (Shapley et al., 2012; Steinberg & McCray, 2012), and their exposure to 

healthy educational practices such as outdoor learning and play (Conklin, 2014; Fang et al., 2021; Gray, 

2011). In my experience as an adolescent student, all these elements for immersion in learning can 

flourish when there is a deep sense of belonging within our communities strengthened by the presence 

of meaningful human interactions and connections. 

 In narrowing down the focus of my research, I ultimately blended two stories that are both 

meaningful and relevant to my practice, and in my opinion deserve the attention of educational leaders, 

educators, and parents. My initial inquiry journey within a primary-grade setting had me consumed in a 

deep exploration of ways to bring in nature and play to combat what Richard Louv (2009) describes as 

άNature Deficit DƛǎƻǊŘŜǊΦέ Then hearing the narratives of colleagues who were discouraged by their 

adolescent ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŀǇŀǘƘȅ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ persistently drew my attention. As a result, I began to 
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inquire into sustainable and responsive approaches to engaging adolescent students in the digital era. 

My longstanding relationship with story led me to understand that the most natural means of sharing 

the findings is to capture them in a picture book project. 

Statement of Problem 

Using an action research approach, my goal is to find answers to the problem of the lack of 

engagement and resulting "behaviours" in seventh-grade students leading to strained pedagogical 

relationships between adolescent learners and their teachers. For the past five years at my K-7 school, 

the Grade 7 students have earned the reputation of being unteachable, behaving disrespectfully, and 

acting as poor role models for the younger students in our learning community. Colleagues of mine have 

been reduced to tears, expressed feelings of defeat, and some have ultimately left the profession. I have 

observed Grade 7 students, while trapped in eroding dynamics with their teachers, who begin to 

embrace their negative reputation, further compounding the problem by reinforcing unfavorable 

stereotypes about adolescent learners. 

 In response to this issue, my research question is: In the age of technology, how can educators 

engage middle-school students in rural British Columbia communities while meeting their developmental 

needs, and how can this learning be shared through a picture book to support professional practice? 

Essential to my inquiry is an exploration of three key themes. First, there is a growing need for middle-

school teachers to strengthen their awareness of the developmental factors that lead to the measurable 

decline in engagement in adolescent learners. Next, a critical look at the effects of a rapid, ongoing 

technological revolution is essential in understanding the forces complicating this already intricate 

phase in human development. Lastly, I will explore how to bring the healing qualities of play and nature 

back into the middle-school classroom to foster student engagement. Through my inquiry, I aim to 
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discover how middle school teachers can mitigate the alarming realities of disengagement in the middle 

years. 

Educational Leadership and Engaging Adolescent Learners 

The problem of disengagement in a group of developmentally vulnerable students spreads 

through school communities and eventually ends up in the office of school administrators. While 

students, teachers, and parents question the quality and validity of learning experiences, leaders 

inadvertently become mediators in the toxic web of who is to blame. In response to this challenging 

dynamic, administrators in educational settings can guide educational communities towards common 

goals for positive change by changing the focus away from the problem and towards the solution 

(Saphir, 2017). Speaking from my context, this would mean a shift away from the perspective that Grade 

7 students do not care about learning, to the less comfortable consideration that we must do better to 

meet the needs of our middle school students. 

My philosophy of transformational leadership is shaped by a blend of social principles attributed 

to Mahatma Gandhi and the Pygmalion Effect (Rosenthal & Jacobson, 1968), which has its roots in Greek 

ƳȅǘƘƻƭƻƎȅΦ DŀƴŘƘƛΩǎ ƛŘŜŀ όŀǎ ŎƛǘŜŘ ƛƴ 9ŀǎǿŀǊŀƴΣ нллфύ ǘƘŀǘ άLŦ ǿŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƻǳǊǎŜƭǾŜǎΣ ǘƘŜ 

ǘŜƴŘŜƴŎƛŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŀƭǎƻ ŎƘŀƴƎŜέ ƛǎ ŦƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǘƻ Ƴȅ ōŜƭƛŜŦ ǘƘŀǘ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ 

can take place through a pursuit of symmetryτwhere leaders live the change that they wish to see in 

their staff and their students. This means that leaders must actively demonstrate how they value 

adolescent students and be prepared to empower middle-school teachers with knowledge and support 

when challenges arise.  

The Pygmalion Effect (Rosenthal & Jacobson, 1968), studied in an educational setting by 

psychologist Robert Rosenthal and school principal Leonore Jacobson in 1968, refers to students 

performing better when teachers believe in their capacity to learn. This theory became personal for me 
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when I became the subject of a conversation between two leaders that influenced my thinking around 

educational leadership. After observing me guide a Grade 7 debate, my new administrator joked that I 

ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ǘŜŀŎƘ DǊŀŘŜ тΦ ¢ƘŜ ƻǳǘƎƻƛƴƎ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇŀƭ ǉǳƛŎƪƭȅ ŘƛǎƳƛǎǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀΣ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ 

άǎǇƛƴŜέ ŦƻǊ ƛǘΦ ²ƛǘƘƻǳǘ ƘŜǎƛǘŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿ ƭŜŀŘŜǊ ǊŜǇƭƛŜŘΣ άhƘ ȅŜǎΣ ǎƘŜ ŘƻŜǎΦέ hƴ ǘƘŀǘ ŘŀȅΣ L ǿŀƭƪŜŘ ƻǳǘ 

of the office with a quiet smile. I agreed to the opportunity when that same leaderτwhose belief in me 

had resonatedτasked again ƛŦ LΩŘ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ Grade 7. In the context of engaging middle school 

learners, leaders can embody the change they hope to see in their educators and hold the same belief in 

ǘƘŜ ƳƛŘŘƭŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΩ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘƛŜǎΣ ǘƘŀǘ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎ ŎŀƴΣ ƛƴ ǘǳǊƴΣ Ǉŀȅ ŦƻǊǿŀǊŘ ǘƻ ƎǊƻǿ ǎŜƭŦ-

determination in their students.    

Topic Justification 

 Disengagement in the middle years continues to be a reality despite research to find potential 

solutions and ongoing efforts to improve learning environments. Sustained attention by educational 

leaders who are champions of system reform is warranted (Anderson et al., 2019). The fast-paced 

ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨŀƎŜ ƻŦ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅΩ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ ŎƻƳǇƭƛŎŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ ŜǾƛŘŜƴǘƭȅ ŀŎŎŜƭŜǊŀǘŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘŀƭ 

changes in adolescents. While this revolution continues to challenge our practice, the research must 

advance alongside it so educators can be responsive to this relentlessly evolving problem. 

Many educators misunderstand the narrative of the unreachable adolescentτthe student who 

communicates a lack of self-efficacy with defiance. An instance from my own practice involved asking a 

Grade 7 student to design the front page of a nature journal. Rather than beginning the open-ended 

task, she audibly complained to her friends. When I inquired about her reluctance, she revealed a lack of 

confidence in her artistic ability and was afraid her peers would make fun of her art. Compassion and 

support transformed our story that day. A lack of understanding of adolescent learnersΩ ƛƴǎŜŎǳǊƛǘƛŜǎ 

frequently leads educators to adjusting their career trajectories, rather than adjusting their practice. 
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Teacher retention is vital at a time when teacher shortages are at a crisis level in Canada. Perhaps the 

most compelling justification that this problem deserves our attention is that this generation of 

adolescents is the first to miss out on the developmeƴǘŀƭƭȅ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ άŀ Ǉƭŀȅ-ōŀǎŜŘ ŎƘƛƭŘƘƻƻŘέ 

ŀƴŘ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ƛƳƳŜǊǎŜŘ ƛƴ ŀ άǇƘƻƴŜ-ōŀǎŜŘ ŎƘƛƭŘƘƻƻŘέ ƛƴǎǘŜŀŘ όIŀƛŘǘΣ нлнпΣ ǇΦ ммуύΦ !ǎ ŀ ǊŜǎǳƭǘΣ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ 

is not only warranted but should be prioritized. 

I acknowledge my limitations and biases when engaging in this research topic, as I look at the 

issues surrounding middle-school student engagement primarily from the perspective of a concerned 

parent and primary grade educator. My background teaching in primary classrooms leaves me with little 

professional exposure and knowledge of how to implement the actions necessary to be a successful 

intermediate teacher. The shift to teaching Grade 7 is my motivator for engaging in preparatory 

research and informing my practice before taking on this new challenge with the goal of growing and 

making meaningful changes alongside my students. 

Definition of Terms 

The following terms will be used throughout this project: 

Adolescent learners/Middle school students: Students in Grades 7 and 8 experiencing early 

adolescence, a stage marked by rapid developmental changes. In this thesis, the focus is primarily on 

Grade 7 students in rural British Columbia. 

Student engagement: The level of attention, participation, and emotional and cognitive 

investment students demonstrate in learning. 

Self-efficacy: {ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ōŜƭƛŜŦ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭƭȅ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜ ǘŀǎƪǎ ŀƴŘ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ 

goals. 

Pedagogical approaches: Teaching methods and strategies used to support student learning. 
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Age of Technology: A modern period, characterized by widespread and constant access to 

digital devices and online platforms, that significantly shapes how adolescents communicate, learn, and 

engage with the world. 

Picture book: A narrative form that combines written text and illustrations to convey meaning. 

In this thesis, the picture book is used as a professional learning tool to translate research into an 

accessible and engaging format for educators. 

Middle Muddle: Metaphorical characters used in this thesis to represent students experiencing 

the complexity and developmental experiences of middle school learners. 

Conclusion 

Educational Leadership and system transformation requires courageτthe ability to do 

something that is frightening. Teaching adolescents frightens meτin that beautifully uncomfortable, 

messy, intriguing kind of way that eventually allows passion to overshadow fear and turns knowledge 

into action. In the beginning of this chapter, I explored my connection to this topic from the perspectives 

of a caring mother, an educator who teaches unconditionally, and an aspiring leader who values equity. I 

recounted my own experiences as a middle school student and how they influenced my paradigm in 

approaching research on the topic of engaging adolescent learners. Then I identified the problem of 

declining participation in learning in the middle years and highlighted key areas for further 

consideration. Next, I examined the role of educational leaders in mitigating the risk of staff attrition and 

responding to the realities of student, parent, and teacher discontent. In conclusion, I offered 

justification for why this topic in education remains critically relevant, as the downward spiral of 

problem technology use and the loss of play further challenges educators to have the attention of their 

students.   
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aȅ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊΣ L ŀƳ ŀƴ ŀŘǾŜƴǘǳǊŜǊ ŀǘ ƘŜŀǊǘτalways ready to take risks and to set out 

into the unknown. While it is yet to be seen if I have what it takes to consistently engage adolescent 

students in learning, I will step into the role prepared with relevant research and the support of leaders. 

To inspire others in this endeavour, I will create a professional development tool, in the form of a 

picture book, that can inspire action. I strive to guide my future students in appreciating their own 

strengths and passions while assuring them that I have confidence in their capabilities. It is my position 

that teachers can design developmentally responsive practices and create dynamic learning 

ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ ŀŘƻƭŜǎŎŜƴǘǎΩ ǎŜƭŦ-efficacy and engagement thrive.   
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Chapter 2 ς Literature Review 

Vignette 
 
Research, too, is a form of story. While not presented in visually appealing covers and captivating 
language, research is grounded in citations, methodologies, and peer review and it collects human 
experience and shapes it into something that can be shared, questioned, and reimagined. When I was a 
little girl, my mom and I wandered and explored the quiet aisles of the library weekly, selecting titles 
that caught my curious eye. These routine visits were more than òborrowing books.ó It was an 
experience that nurtured connection, built bridges to imaginary worlds and real knowledge, and 
introduced me to complex themes and understandings through words and images. Where picture 
books once lived on my bedroom floor, the research that grounds my pedagogy lives in journals, 
theoretical frameworks, and digital databases. It still carries accounts of lived realities. Beneath the 
data are stories of adolescents navigating changes and of teachers striving to reach their learners. 
When we can view research as a story, it becomes more than complex words on pages. It becomes an 
invitation to change the experiences of our students and ourselves. When we can present the research 
as a story it makes data more accessible and therefore more equitable. It can draw readers in, allow 
them to embrace challenges, and welcome vulnerability. Through narrative, research becomes not 
distant and abstract, but instead human and relational. This research on adolescent learner 
engagement forms the foundation for the picture book narrative presented in Chapter 4 of this project 
thesis. 
 
Introduction 

Teaching middle school students is both a complex challenge and a significant opportunity. 

Empirical research has demonstrated a consistent and alarming trend: as learners transition from 

elementary school and into the middle school years, their engagement in learning declines (Anderson et 

al., 2019; Raufelder & KulakowΣ нлнмύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŎƻƳǇƭƛŎŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨŀƎŜ ƻŦ 

ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅΣΩ ǿƘŜǊŜ άƳƻǎǘ ǘŜŜƴǎ ǳǎŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳŜŘƛŀ ŀƴŘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǎƳŀǊǘǇƘƻƴŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƴŜŀǊƭȅ ƘŀƭŦ ǎŀȅ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ 

ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ Ŏƻƴǎǘŀƴǘƭȅέ όCŀǾŜǊƛƻΣ нлнпΣ ǇΦ оύΦ  

While growing from childhood into adulthood, young adolescents undergo substantial physical, 

cognitive, and social changes that can lead to complicated behaviours often misunderstood as defiance 

or disrespect (Jansen & Kiefer, 2020). The combination of student disengagement and teacher 

ŦǊǳǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ƛƴ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǊŜǇǳǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ōŜƛƴƎ άŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ōƭŀŎƪ 

ƘƻƭŜǎέ όDƻƻǘƳŀƴΣ нллуΣ ŀǎ ŎƛǘŜŘ ƛƴ /ƻƴƪƭƛƴΣ нлмпΣ ǇΦ оύΣ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ ά.ŜǊƳǳŘŀ ¢ǊƛŀƴƎƭŜ ƻŦ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴέ 

(Herszenhorn, 2004, as cited in Conklin, 2014, p. 3). Conklin (2014), an educational researcher, 
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summarizes findings cautioning that middle school teachers are at a higher risk of leaving the teaching 

profession than other grade levels, and that harmful middle grade experiences contribute to increased 

high school drop-out rates. The severe consequences for teachers and students stem from an ill match 

ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ƳƛŘŘƭŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΩ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ŀƴŘ ŀŘƻƭŜǎŎŜƴǘǎΩ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƴŜŜŘǎ όWŀƴǎŜƴ & Kiefer, 2020) and 

signal a pressing need for leaders to actively work to counter these trends. 

Having witnessed Grade 7 teacher attrition within my own context, I recognize that 

preparedness is key in stepping up to the task of teaching adolescent learners. My new understandings 

will inform my practice as I transition from a primary class to teaching Grade 7 in the upcoming school 

year. The purpose of this inquiry is to develop a repertoire of research-supported, developmentally 

responsive strategies for engaging adolescent learners and to share these with educators through a 

creative medium, with the aim of mitigating the perceived dysfunction of the middle school years 

referred to as the άaŀȅƘŜƳ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ aƛŘŘƭŜέ ό¸ŜŎƪŜΣ нллрΣ ŀǎ ŎƛǘŜŘ ƛƴ /ƻƴƪƭƛƴΣ нлмпΣ ǇΦ оύΦ  

Overview of the Field 

The Association for Middle Level Education (AMLE) is an international organization that offers a 

research-based framework to empower educators in successfully teaching middle school-aged students. 

/ŜƴǘǊŀƭ ǘƻ ƛǘǎ ōŜƭƛŜŦǎΣ ǘƘƛǎ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴ ǾŀƭǳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ άŀƭƭ ŀdolescents deserve an education that is 

ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛǾŜΣ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎƛƴƎΣ ŜƳǇƻǿŜǊƛƴƎΣ ŜǉǳƛǘŀōƭŜΣ ŀƴŘ ŜƴƎŀƎƛƴƎέ ό!ǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ aƛŘŘƭŜ [ŜǾŜƭ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΣ 

2024). The literature I reviewed supports the foundational beliefs held by AMLE. I included 11 peer-

reviewed journal contributions, consisting of seven studies and four reviews, in this literature analysis. 

All of them address questions related to active participation in learning in the middle years. It is my 

position that I can understand and make meaning by examining broader quantitative and qualitative 

insights relevant to adolescent engagement and then explore findings within the context of the digital 

age and a unique rural BC setting. Furthermore, I believe that engaging adolescent students in ongoing 
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cycles of qualitative appreciative inquiry (Priest et al., 2013), will help facilitate their own understanding 

of their distinct learning needs and will make them active participants in confronting the problem of 

adolescent disengagement.  

! ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ŦƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ǇŜŘŀƎƻƎȅ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ CƛǊǎǘ tŜƻǇƭŜǎ tǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ άƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǳƭǘƛƳŀǘŜƭȅ 

supports the well-ōŜƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŜƭŦ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƭŀƴŘΣ ǘƘŜ ǎǇƛǊƛǘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŀƴŎŜǎǘƻǊǎέ όCb9{/Σ нллуύΦ Lƴ 

reviewing the selected literature, the main areas of focus consistently connect back to fostering a well-

balanced learning environment that allows young adults to flourish in their educational journeys. In 

addition, the synthesis of the primary themes revealed the relationship between developmentally 

responsive practice that includes technology, nature, and play while supporting the development of the 

core competencies outlined in the revised British Columbia K-12 curriculum. The topic of adolescent 

ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ŀƭƛƎƴǎ ǿŜƭƭ ǿƛǘƘ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ /ƻƭǳƳōƛŀΩǎ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƎǳƛŘŜƭƛƴŜǎΣ particularly when it comes to the 

ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ LƴŘƛƎŜƴƻǳǎ tŜƻǇƭŜǎΩ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΣ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǿŀȅǎ ƻŦ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΦ  

Across the reviewed literature, student self-efficacy, or ǘƘŜ ōŜƭƛŜŦ ƛƴ ƻƴŜΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǊƴΣ ǿŀǎ 

highlighted as a critical pillar to academic success in the middle grades. As I explore each theme in more 

depth, I will emphasize how it relates to nourishing this self-efficacy in adolescent learners. Helping 

students recognize their potential is a core value in my educational philosophy and I believe fostering 

self-efficacy in middle-school students begins with teachers communicating confidence in their ability. 

My thinking, and the literature, is grounded in a phenomenon known as the Pygmalion Effect, which has 

its roots in social psychology and demonstrates that high expectations result in improved outcomes 

(Rosenthal & Jacobson, 1968). Contrary to focusing on the problem, including the attitudes and 

behaviours that often result in a negative perception of adolescent learners, this inquiry will discuss the 

importance of middle school teachers recognizing and valuing the opportunities this critical and intricate 

phase in human development offers. Equity in accessing quality learning experiences and teacher 
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preparedness, regardless of student development phase and age, should be at the core of all learning 

organizations, making this a valuable topic of inquiry in the field of education.  

Background Literature Themes 

The body of educational literature on adolescent learning is extensive and covers a wide range 

of themes. The central topics discussed in this review include the developmental needs of middle school 

learners, the impact and role of technology in the life and learning of adolescents, and the power of 

integrating nature and play into middle school educational routines. Deeper engagement with the 

literature has revealed that while research on the impact of technology on adolescents is important, the 

problem of declining engagement in adolescents existed well before the digital era. Additionally, I 

recognized that while there are legitimate concerns about the effects of problem technology use on 

adolescent motivation to learn, the existent research also emphasizes the importance of using 

technology as a timely and effective means to engage middle years learners (Sampasa-Kanyinga et al., 

2022; Shapley et al., 2012; Steinberg & McCray, 2012). Finally, I discovered that play is often overlooked 

in middle years classrooms, despite its role as a powerful driver for active participation at any age 

(Conklin, 2014). The collective body of literature highlights that adolescent learners have distinct 

cognitive and emotional needs compared to students at other grade levels, opening a fascinating 

window into the multifaceted stages of neural development in middle years students.  

Developmental Needs of Adolescents and Strategies to Maximize Engagement 

Educational experts agree that the rapid and unbalanced development and growth experienced 

by adolescents is unique and complex and requires educators to be informed to optimize learning 

engagement in students. Preparedness to teach middle school students is a broad task that calls for 

teachers to consider several developmental influences that affect engagement in learning. The literature 

highlights the interconnected nature of adolescent cognitive growth, evolving peer relationships, and 
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ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘŀƭƭȅ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛǾŜ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ƛƴ ǎƘŀǇƛƴƎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ (Anderson et 

al., 2019; Caldarella et al., 2001; Jansen & Kiefer, 2020; Raufelder & Kulakow, 2021). Some studies focus 

on the importance of adjusting perspectives and practice and others emphasize how to create ideal 

learning environments. Both are crucial in responding to the cognitive and emotional needs of middle 

school learners. Yet, perhaps the most powerful resource educators hold is an appreciative mindset and 

ǳƴǿŀǾŜǊƛƴƎ ŎƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘŜƴ ƳƛŘŘƭŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ōŜƭƛŜŦǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ŀǎ ŎŀǇŀōƭŜ ŀƴŘ 

valued learners.  

Middle school students need support to uncover the potential that this developmental stage 

offers. During adolescent development, significant growth happens in the areas of the brain that 

regulate emotions and thinking. Jansen and Kiefer (2020), researchers in the field of Educational 

Psychology, describe how in early adolescence the areas of the brain that regulate emotions mature 

faster than brain regions that control thinking. This imbalance can lead to emotional instability in young 

adolescents and educators need to understand this to best support their learners. The learning-related 

thinking skills that develop at a slower pace include problem-solving, planning and organization, 

memory, and control. Literature on cognitive development reveals that middle school learners perceive 

a strong need for autonomy and control. Educators can support students in becoming self-directed 

learners by helping them develop and manage the emerging cognitive skills necessary for independence. 

(Anderson et al., 2019; Raufelder & Kulakow, 2021). Middle school students in an elevated emotional 

state may disengage from learning when in doubt of their ability to organize for complex learning tasks. 

Therefore, it is vital that teachers help their students to notice and develop their intellectual strengths. 

Supporting engagement in learning begins with educators seizing the opportunity to facilitate the 

growth of cognitive skills extended by this developmental growth phase, while being compassionate in 

this time of heightened emotional sensitivity.  
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LƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƳŜŀƴǎ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜΦ !ǎ ŀŘƻƭŜǎŎŜƴǘǎΩ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ƴŜŜŘǎ ŜǾƻƭǾŜΣ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ 

ƴŜŜŘǎ ǎƘƛŦǘ ǎƛƳǳƭǘŀƴŜƻǳǎƭȅΦ ²ƘƛƭŜ ƳƛŘŘƭŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŎƻƎƴƛǘƛǾŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ Ŏŀƴ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ŘƛǎǎƻƴŀƴŎŜΣ 

socially they yearn for acceptance and belonging (Casky & Anfara, 2007; Jansen & Kiefer, 2020). As 

children grow into adolescents, their social context becomes more significant which can impact their 

levels of motivation both positively and negatively. Middle school students have a strong urge to fit in 

and to be connected to social groups. Lƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘΣ άtŜŜǊ ŀǇǇǊƻǾŀƭ ώōŜŎƻƳŜǎϐ ƳƻǊŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ 

ŀǎ ŀŘǳƭǘ ŀǇǇǊƻǾŀƭ ŘŜŎǊŜŀǎŜǎ ƛƴ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜέ ό{ŎŀƭŜǎΣ нллоΣ ŀǎ ŎƛǘŜŘ ƛƴ /ŀǎƪȅ ϧ !ƴŦŀǊŀΣ нллтύΦ wŜŎƻƎƴƛȊƛƴƎ 

this need for peer-acceptance, teachers can proactively create learning environments that offer social 

learning opportunities for their students.  

Social maturation is outpaced by other developmental growth factors (Casky & Anfara, 2007). 

/ŀƭŘŀǊŜƭƭŀ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΩǎ όнлммύ ƭƻƴƎƛǘǳŘƛƴŀƭ ǉǳŀǎƛ-experimental study, which focused on school climate and 

social behaviours in the middle years, found that peer pressure, bullying, and mental health conditions 

such as anxiety and depression occur more frequently in middle school than in elementary school. 

Adolescents have fragile and insecure understandings of their peer network and therefore have a need 

for learning spaces that are rich with positive peer feedback, where it is safe to make mistakes, and 

where peer collaboration is encouraged (Anderson et al., 2019; Jansen & Kiefer, 2020). Since middle 

school students care so strongly about the perceptions of their peer groups, their social experiences in 

their learning environments impact self-efficacy and consequently motivation (Raufelder & Kulakow, 

2021). Collaborative, interest-ōŀǎŜŘ ŎǳǊƛƻǎƛǘȅ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘǎ Ŏŀƴ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŀŘƻƭŜǎŎŜƴǘǎΩ ŎƻƎƴƛǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ 

development by incorporating co-created criteria, project timelines, and peer feedback. For example, 

άtǊƻƧŜŎǘ !ǊŎŀŘŜέ ŜƴƎŀƎŜǎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ ŘŜǎƛƎƴƛƴƎΣ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎΣ Ǌefining, and showcasing a playable game 

through a project-based learning process that emphasizes collaboration, feedback, and continuous 

improvement. 
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The body of literature offers several strategies to optimize active participation in learning in the 

ƳƛŘŘƭŜ ȅŜŀǊǎΦ {ƻƳŜ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƳƻǊŜ ƻƴ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘŜǎ ǘƻ ƳŜŜǘ ŀŘƻƭŜǎŎŜƴǘǎΩ ŎƻƎƴƛǘƛǾŜ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ 

ŀŘƧǳǎǘƛƴƎ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΩ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΣ ƻŦŦŜǊing thought-provoking learning tasks, and 

teaching developmentally responsive skills (Anderson et al., 2019; Casky & Anfara, 2007; Jansen & 

Kiefer, 2020). Other research highlights strategies to meet developmental and social needs through 

building inclusive and positive classroom environments (Caldarella et al., 2011; Raufelder & Kulakow, 

2021). The collective literature supports the view that how teachers view their students is fundamental 

in the development of trusting pedagogic relationships, especially in the middle grades. Engagement 

begins with an appreciative mindset, grounded in the social theory of the Pygmalion Effect (Rosenthal & 

Jacobson, 1968), where teachers help students discover newly emerging strengths and capabilities, 

while steering clear of harmful stereotypes about adolescent learners.  

 Educators need to explicitly teach the skills required to help students manage their cognitive 

need for personal agency in learning, which is a combination of resilience and autonomy (Anderson et 

al., 2019; Casky & Anfara, 2007; Jansen & Kiefer, 2020; Raufelder & Kulakow, 2021). The strategies for 

developing self-ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘŜŘ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜΥ άŀǎǎƛǎǘƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎΣ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ƳƻƴƛǘƻǊƛƴƎ 

schoolwork, support evaluating schoolwork, support emotional regulation, support motivation and 

engagement, and harness peer influence to promote decision-ƳŀƪƛƴƎέ όWŀƴǎŜƴ ϧ YƛŜŦŜǊΣ нлнлΣ ǇΦ нмύΦ 

Additional ways to meet growth needs is to offer choices, challenges, and self-determination in learning. 

Opportunities to make decisions and to give input strengthens intrinsic motivation in middle school 

learners. Scaffolded, multimodal, inquiry-based projects provide many opportunities to grow these 

competencies.  

/ǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ŀ ŘȅƴŀƳƛŎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ƻǊΣ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ άǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŎƭƛƳŀǘŜέ ό/ŀƭŘŀǊŜƭƭŀ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нлммΣ ǇΦ 

2) is a pathway to meet the social needs of adolescents (Casky & Anfara, 2007; Raufelder & Kulakow, 
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2021). ά!ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƻǊǎ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ŀŘƻƭŜǎŎŜƴǘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΣ ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƴ ƛƴǾŜǎǘ ƛƴτand shapeτ

ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ōǊŀƛƴ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ŎƭŀǎǎǊƻƻƳ ŀƴŘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǇǊƻƳƻǘƛƴƎ 

adaptive risk behaviors such as seeking out new experiences, making (and learning from) mistakes, and 

ŜȄŜǊŎƛǎƛƴƎ ŀǳǘƻƴƻƳȅέ όWŀƴǎŜƴ ϧ YƛŜŦŜǊΣ нлнлΣ ǇΦ нлύΦ CǳǊǘƘŜǊ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎ ŦƻǊ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ 

environments responsive to social needs include offering healthy exploration and collaboration, co-

creating behaviour norms, teaching, appreciating, and reinforcing positive behaviours, establishing 

student-directed learning spaces, and celebrating diversity and inclusion. An adventurous outdoor 

scavenger hunt that fosters teamwork, trust, and problem-solving is one example of a learning activity 

that promotes a positive school climate. Enlisting multi-ŦŀŎŜǘŜŘ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎ ǘƻ ƳŜŜǘ ŀŘƻƭŜǎŎŜƴǘǎΩ ŎƻƎƴƛǘƛǾŜ 

and social needs is the foundation for nurturing self-efficacy and engagement in middle school learners.   

Educators in middle schools need to be responsive to the accelerated and intricate brain growth 

ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀŘƻƭŜǎŎŜƴǘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǘƻ ƴǳǊǘǳǊŜ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΦ ά9ŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ώƳƛŘŘƭŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ 

teachers] must value adolescents and be prepared to teach ǘƘŜƳέ όWŀƴǎŜƴ ϧ YƛŜŦŜǊΣ нлнлΣ ǇΦ нлύΦ {ŜƭŦ-

efficacy, identified as a key component in active learning, can be strengthened by a combination of 

educators understanding adolescent cognitive and social needs and adopting strategies to adapt 

practice and learning environments to meet them. Recognizing and appreciating the potential of 

adolescent development is an effective way to address the challenge of declining engagement in middle 

school students.  

 ¢ƘŜ ά!ƎŜ ƻŦ ¢ŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅέ ŀƴŘ LƳǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻƴ [ŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ 9ƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ aƛŘŘƭŜ ¸ŜŀǊǎ 

 Technology is a potent and non-negotiable part of the world of adolescent learners in and 

outside of school. A study conducted by the PEW Research Center in 2024 regarding adolescent 

ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ ǳǎŜ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŀǘΣ άƴŜŀǊƭȅ ŀƭƭ ǘŜŜƴǎ ς 96% ς report using the intŜǊƴŜǘ Řŀƛƭȅέ όCŀǾŜǊƛƻΣ нлнпΣ ǇΦ 

10). Studies and reviews provide evidence for both positive and negative effects of technology on active 
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participation at school. It is important to distinguish between technology integration in learning and 

άǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ ǳǎŜέ ό{ŀƳǇŀǎŀ-Kanyinga et al., 2022, p. 2) when assessing the impact on 

engagement. The literary works included substantiate the position that technology is not only a valuable 

but imperative engagement tool for 21st century middle grade students, and teachers need to know how 

to implement technology meaningfully (Shapley et al., 2012; Steinberg & McCray, 2012). Technology can 

do bothτmake or break engagement. The literature highlights both the challenges and opportunities 

associated with adolescent technology use, emphasizing the role of purposeful technology integration in 

fostering middle school student engagement. As the role of technology is discussed, self-efficacy 

continues to be a central factor connecting student needs, technology use, and immersion in learning. 

Technology is here to stay and its presence in schools needs to evolve alongside it. Successful middle 

ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƻǊǎ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀǿŀǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǘǊƛƳŜƴǘŀƭ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ƘŜŀǾȅ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ ǳǎŜ ƻƴ ŀŘƻƭŜǎŎŜƴǘǎΩ 

developing brains while at the same time embracing it as an indispensable means to foster engagement 

in responsible and forward-thinking educational pedagogy.  

In an educational setting there are several ways that excessive technology use can negatively 

impact performance, connectedness, and engagement in learningΦ ά¢ŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ ǳǎŜ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ǘƘŜ 

most common leisure-ǘƛƳŜ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ŦƻǊ Ƴŀƴȅ ŀŘƻƭŜǎŎŜƴǘǎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘέ ό!ƴŘŜǊǎƻƴΣ нлмуΣ ŀǎ ŎƛǘŜŘ ƛƴ 

Sampasa-Kanyinga et al., 2022, p. 1). When adolescents exceed recommended screen time limits and 

their technology use reduces functioning in other areas of life, it is considered problematic. The inability 

to manage device time, lack of sleep, failure to complete homework, impacts on physical and mental 

health, and exposure to harmful content all have consequences on school performance. While excessive 

technology use during leisure time can impact academic achievement negatively, technology at school 

can further contribute to the problem of disengagement if its application is not implemented 

meaningfully (Shapley et al., 2012).  
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When studying the effects of a technology immersion program on middle school student 

engagement and academic achievement, teacher readiness and training was discussed as a variable that 

affects purposeful use (Shapley et al., 2012). This suggests that when technology becomes an irregular 

addition and is not intentionally integrated into the curriculum, it may constitute as problem technology 

that can result in added distractions from learning (Sampasa-Kanyinga et al., 2022). Problem technology 

use in adolescents is linked to less involvement and achievement in school. Academic achievement, 

connectedness to the learning environment, and self-efficacy in learning are all factors in middle school 

engagement that interact closely with one another. In the age of technology, non-intentional and 

excessive technology use in and outside of school, that prevents adolescents from prioritizing other 

endeavours, responsibilities, and commitments, can be a contributor to disengagement in learning.  

When implemented with intent and purpose, technology is an effective means to engage middle 

school students in learning. This generation of adolescents is unique as they have a need to be 

continuously connected and spend much of their leisure time on devices (Sampasa-Kanyinga et al., 

2022; Shapley et al., 2012; Steinberg & McCray, 2012). Steinberg and McCray (2012), in their qualitative 

focus group study, ǎǳƳƳŀǊƛȊŜ ŀŘƻƭŜǎŎŜƴǘ ƛƴǇǳǘ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘΣ ά¢ƘŜ ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ ƛƴǘƻ 

ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎǎ ƛǎ ǾƛŜǿŜŘ ŀǎ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ǎŜƴǎŜ ōȅ ǘƘƛǎ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎέ όǇΦ уύΦ CǳǊǘƘŜǊƳƻǊŜΣ ǘƘŜ 

literature explains that due to the vast amount of time that students spend using technology outside of 

ǎŎƘƻƻƭΣ ǘƘŜƛǊ άƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǎǘȅƭŜǎΣ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǇǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎέ ό5ŜŘŜΣ нллтΣ ǇΦ ммΣ ŀǎ ŎƛǘŜŘ ƛƴ {ƘŀǇƭŜȅ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ 

2012, p. 1) have evolved over time, and teaching practice needs to be responsive to this change. For 

example, since teenagers are used to doing activities such as reading and writing on screens including 

technology during literacy instruction and assignments can help to engage students more than 

traditional instructional methods. 
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Subject to teacher attitude and comfort level, technology can unlock the potential of a wide 

ǾŀǊƛŜǘȅ ƻŦ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ƻǘƘŜǊǿƛǎŜ ƘŀǾŜ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ άǊŜŀƭ-world 

problems, current and authentic informational resources, virtual tours of remote locations, simulations 

ƻŦ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǎΣ ƻǊ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎƛƴƎ ŜȄǇŜǊǘǎ ŀƴŘ Ǝƭƻōŀƭ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎέ ό{ƘŀǇƭŜȅ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нлмнΣ ǇΦ нύΦ 

Furthermore, technology in the classroom can be a means to meet both cognitive and social needs of 

adolescents by providing opportunities to develop competencies such as critical thinking, decision- 

making, self-directed learning, organizational strategies, and digital skills (Sampasa-Kanyinga et al., 

2022; Steinberg & McCray, 2012). Because this generation of middle school learners has developed 

exceptional literacy using technology, its integration into learning can help students to feel capable and 

confident. The evidence is compelling that technology is a present and future-oriented way to capture 

the attention of adolescent learners. 

There are several considerations that teachers and educational leaders should be informed 

about when bringing technology into the middle school classroom. First and foremost, teachers must 

keep in mind the excessive amount of time that most adolescents spend on screens at home. 

Technology use in the classroom should be learning and curriculum focused (Sampasa-Kanyinga et al., 

2022; Shapley et al., 2012) rather than an add-on or for entertainment. Educators can extract the 

positive aspects by setting boundaries and balancing instruction to manage screen time appropriately. 

Additionally, educational leaders need to oversee the implementation of technology to maximize 

success. This includes equal access, teacher training, continued and timely professional development 

opportunities, academically and goal aligned use, planning time, and sufficient technology repair help. 

Finally, teacher attitudes play a significant role in bringing technology into the classroom (Steinberg & 

aŎ/ǊŀȅΣ нлмнύΦ !ƴ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƻǊΩǎ ƻǿƴ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ǎŜƭŦ-efficacy to succeed may be affected in a world where 

rapid technological advancements are often overwhelming. Teachers can learn alongside their students, 
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modeling safe online behaviours, vetting online resources, demonstrating research skills and in this 

process build their own confidence while strengthening confidence in their students. Proficient and 

thoughtful implementation can be the difference between technology being a means or a barrier to 

engagement. 

Technology is an irrevocable reality in the lives of adolescent students and an effective means to 

engage them in learning. Educators are often apprehensive about the excessive amount of time their 

middle school students spend on devices and how this affects engagement in learningτresearch 

validates these worries. Their concerns must be balanced with the acceptance that students need digital 

skills to be members of a connected global community. Technology, when integrated purposefully, is a 

means to meet adolescent developmental and social needs and to strengthen self-efficacy in middle 

ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎΤ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ άώŜŘǳŎŀǘƻǊǎϐ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǊŜƳƛǎǎ ƛŦ ώǘƘŜȅϐ ƴŜƎƭŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘŜŀŎƘ ǎŀŦŜ ŀƴŘ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ 

navigation of the various forms of technology that ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎ ŀŎŎŜǎǎέ ό{ǘŜƛƴōŜǊƎ & McCray, 2012, p.2). 

While leaders in educational settings justly raise concerns about the way devices absorb the attention of 

ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ŀŘƻƭŜǎŎŜƴǘǎΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƛƳǇŜǊŀǘƛǾŜ ǘƻ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƭŜ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ǘƻ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛȊŜ 

ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅΩǎ ǇƻǿŜǊ ǘƻ ŜƴƎŀƎŜ ǎtudents in educational opportunities that are relevant, responsive, and 

learner centered.  

Bringing Nature and Play into the Middle School Classroom  

 Outdoor education and play are powerful allies in combating the decline of engagement in 

learning in the middle grades. While there is an abundance of research dedicated to the healthy effects 

of nature on adolescent students, play is a concept that is less often thought of as an engagement tool 

in middle school classrooms. Perhaps, the idea of playing is more relatable to early elementary teachers, 

though research shows that play may be exactly what adolescents are missing out on to develop the 

cognitive and social milestones offered by this growth phase (Conklin, 2014; Gray, 2011). The literature 
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ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜǎ Ƙƻǿ ƻǳǘŘƻƻǊ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ Ǉƭŀȅ Ŏŀƴ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎ ŀŘƻƭŜǎŎŜƴǘǎΩ ŘƛǎŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ǿƘƛƭŜ 

fostering engagement and supporting their developmental and social needs. Infusing nature and play 

into middle school learning routines, offers powerful opportunities to nourish self-efficacy in students 

that a traditional classroom environment cannot provide (Fang et al., 2012). It is critical that educators 

consider harnessing these influential agents in their quest to reconnect adolescents with learning.  

Opportunities to play and spend time outdoors are becoming gradually more absent in the lives 

ŀƴŘ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŀƴŘ ŀŘƻƭŜǎŎŜƴǘǎΦ ²ƘŜƴ [ƻǳǾ όнллфύ ŎƻƛƴŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ άbŀǘǳǊŜ 

5ŜŦƛŎƛǘ 5ƛǎƻǊŘŜǊέΣ ƘŜ ǳǎŜŘ ƛǘ ǘƻ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ǘƘŜ ƭƻǎǎ ƻŦ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜs for children to learn and grow 

intellectually and socially through unstructured and unsupervised outdoor play. This generation of 

adolescents is growing up in a world where digital entertainment has replaced play and performance 

has replaced learning. Yet, unstructured play, especially outdoors, is what builds many of the 

communication, social, and thinking skills needed to become contributing members of our society 

(Conklin, 2014; Fang et al., 2012; Gray, 2011). Conklin (2014) explains that the absence of opportunities 

ǘƻ ōǳƛƭŘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ άƘƻƭŘǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ǇŜǊƛƭ ώƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ƳƛŘŘƭŜ ƎǊŀŘŜǎϐΣ ƎƛǾŜƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇƛǾƻǘŀƭ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ 

ǎǘŜŜǊƛƴƎ ȅƻǳƴƎ ŀŘƻƭŜǎŎŜƴǘǎ ƻƴǘƻ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ǘǊŀƧŜŎǘƻǊƛŜǎέ όǇΦ нύΦ  

Planning for outdoor educational experiences and unstructured free play are natural ways for 

educators to meet the cognitive and social development needs of adolescent learners (Conklin, 2014; 

Fang et al., 2012; Gray, 2011). As established earlier in this review, meeting developmental needs of 

middle school students is a significant pillar of engagement in learning. Being deprived of these organic 

ways to meet adolescent developmental needs results in mental health problems, diminished self-

efficacy, and consequently declining engagement in learning. The loss of skill development through 

outdoor play experiences is connected to deteriorating engagement in learning. Therefore, it is vital for 
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middle school teachers to capitalize on the power of nature and play to regain the attention of their 

students.  

Outdoor education is a meaningful and healthy way to stimulate engagement in learning for 

middle school students. Learning outdoors presents many opportunities to practice developmental skills 

that adolescents need to grow as they transition into adulthood (Fang et al., 2021). These competencies 

include problem solving, communication, decision-making, and leadership skills and are all foundational 

to develop identity within the context of self and the social environment (Conklin, 2014; Gray, 2011).  

Mindful middle school educators facilitate the growth of cognitive skills including problem 

solving, decision-ƳŀƪƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ όWŀƴǎŜƴ ϧ YƛŜŦŜǊΣ нлнлύΣ ŀƴŘ ƳŜŜǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŘŜƳŀƴŘǎ 

for autonomy and control (Anderson et al., 2019; Casky & Anfara, 2007; Raufelder & Kulakow, 2021). 

Experiential outdoor learning can offer authentic opportunities for educators to achieve both objectives 

more effectively than within traditional teacher-led classrooms (Fang et al., 2021). A meta-analysis of 

studies examining the impact of outdoor education programs on adolescent self-efficacy found that 

these programs had a positive effect. The nature of both planned and spontaneous events while 

learning outdoors required students to accept challenges, to take risks, to collaborate with others, to 

solve problems, and to make decisions. After successfully completing the challenges offered by outdoor 

ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳǎΣ άǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ǊŜŘǳŎŜŘ ǎǘǊŜǎǎ ōǳǘ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƳƛƴŘŦǳƭƴŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ǎŜƭŦ-ŜŦŦƛŎŀŎȅέ όǇΦ 

5). Self-efficacy and control are both ingredients in personal-agency and increased participation in 

learning (Anderson et al., 2019). Educators can enrich engagement for middle school students by making 

outdoor learning a staple in their educational routines.  

Like outdoor learning, unstructured free play or learning that includes play, is an impactful 

means to connect students to deeper learning experiences. While it is a common understanding that 

play grows cognitive and social-emotional skills in the elementaǊȅ ȅŜŀǊǎΣ άǘƘŜ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƎǳƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ 
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use of play in early childhood settings are rarely taken up or discussed in relation to teaching past the 

ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘŀǊȅ ȅŜŀǊǎέ ό/ƻƴƪƭƛƴΣ нлмпΣ ǇΦ млύΦ CǊŜŜ Ǉƭŀȅ ƛǎ ǎŜƭŦ-directed, intrinsically motivated, and offers 

emotional rewards (Gray, 2011). When observing students absorbed in unstructured play they are 

naturally engaging in conversation with their friends, making decisions, imagining different realities, and 

ŜȄǇƭƻǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ ƻǊƎŀƴƛŎ ǿŀȅǎ ǘƻ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ǘƘŜ άǊŜŀƭ ǿƻǊƭŘ ǎƪƛƭƭǎέ ƪƴƻwn in the 

BC curriculum as the Core Competencies (Government of British Columbia, n.d.) that support the 

development of life-long learners.  

Our natural surroundings are a limitless stage for play; and, like outdoor education, play extends 

many possibilities to evolve the skills necessary for adolescent development while satisfying the need 

for autonomy and control (Conklin, 2014; Gray, 2011). A few examples of the many benefits that free 

play has on engagement include self-regulation in decision-making, building social-emotional capacity, 

learning to compromise, building social relationships, and feeling joy. 5ŜǎǇƛǘŜ ǇƭŀȅΩǎ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ǘƻ ƘŜƭǇ 

build many of the competencies that adolescents need to thrive, there is a stigmaτperpetuated by 

learners and educators alikeτǘƘŀǘ ƳƛŘŘƭŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ άǘƻƻ ƻƭŘ ŦƻǊ ǇƭŀȅΦέ Yet, it is this generation 

of adolescents that has been the most psychologically and developmentally affected by the decline of 

free play. Research shows that play lessens the defense system, calms anxiety, offers autonomy, and 

brings joy, which are all valuable ingredients in building what adolescents need to confidently engage in 

learning. The First Peoples Principles of Learning (FNESC, 2008) articulate values that Indigenous elders, 

Knowledge Keepers, and scholars consider essential to holistic learning experiences. The essence of the 

First Peoples Principles of Learning is reflected in outdoor learning and unstructured play, prompting a 

call for educators to facilitate the reintroduction of play into middle school educational routines as 

wholesome ways to engage young adults in learning.  
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The therapeutic effects of the outdoors and free play are healthy means to mitigate the 

ŜǇƛŘŜƳƛŎ ƻŦ άNature Deficit DƛǎƻǊŘŜǊέ ό[ƻǳǾΣ нллфύ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǿƛǊŜŘ ŀŘƻƭŜǎŎŜƴǘ ōǊŀƛƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜ ǘƻ 

connect to learning in traditionally designed educational environments. Conklin (2014) alerts that, 

άŘŜǎǇƛǘŜ ǘƘŜ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭƭȅ ǇƻǿŜǊŦǳƭ ŀƴŘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎ ƻŦ ǇƭŀȅΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ǿƛŘŜǎǇǊŜŀŘ 

ŀƎǊŜŜƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǇƭŀȅΣ ŀƴŘ Ƨƻȅ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŜǊƻŘŜŘ ƛƴ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƭƛǾŜǎ ǘƻŘŀȅΣ ǿƛǘƘ ŘŜǾŀǎǘŀǘƛƴƎ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎέ 

(p. 9). As our industrial society has, perhaps inadvertently, led our children away from natural ways of 

learning core competency skills and organic remedies for mental health concerns, the confidence of 

adolescents in their learning capacity has diminished along with it. Now educators are tasked with the 

mission to reintegrate the outdoors and play into their learning routines, to capture the attention of 

their middle school students and to renew their joy in learning. 

Gaps, Wonderings, and New Understandings 

 Challenges surrounding engagement in the middle grades remain. It is difficult to gauge 

whether reliable longitudinal studies will be effective in keeping up with the aftermath of rapidly 

advancing and attention-diverting technology. While there is an abundance of peer-reviewed research 

about the unique neurological developments in adolescents, its relevance is questionable given that the 

decline in outdoor experiences and rise of problem technology use is already reshaping the ways young 

adults think and learn. Despite its limitations, the research is valuable as it calls for educators to be 

responsive to adolescent cognitive developmental research predating the age of technology, while 

grounding their practice in holistic ways to help counter the effects of technology dependence. This 

knowledge will inform my practice in my role as a Grade 7 teacher with the hope to inspire others by 

embodying and sharing the knowledge I have gained. 

While my learning has enriched my understanding, new questions emerge. How can leaders in a 

rural BC setting initiate the changes needed to ensure that middle school educators appreciate the 
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urgency of adapting their approaches to adolescent learning needs? How can leaders inspire exhausted 

ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎ ǘƻ Ψōǳȅ ƛƴΩ ǘƻ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ŦǊǳǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŀǇǇǊŜŎƛŀǘƛƻƴΚ Lƴ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŀȅǎ Ŏŀƴ 

educators help middle school students become more aware of their own developmental needs so they 

can learn to appreciate themselves? A picture book, designed as an engaging educational tool, offers a 

non-threatening yet powerful way to capture the stories of this research for educators, middle school 

students, and parents, to help to address these lingering questions. While sourcing additional, more 

specific research relating to how educational leaders in British Columbia can support positive 

transformation in the middle years, my teaching philosophy remains anchored in Greek mythology and 

the Pygmalion Effect (Rosenthal & Jacobson, 1968) reminding me that how I view and value adolescent 

learners may be the driving catalyst in transforming their middle school environments into captivating, 

responsive, and learner-centered spaces.  

Conclusion 

Teaching adolescents is a demanding task; however, these challenges also present 

opportunities. Educational leaders need to challenge the status quo of current approaches to middle 

ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǎŜƛȊŜ άǘƘŜ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǇǳǘǘƛƴƎ ȅƻǳƴƎ ŀŘƻƭŜǎŎŜƴǘǎ ƻƴ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ ǘǊŀƧŜŎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ŦƻǊ 

the future through high-ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƳƛŘŘƭŜ ƎǊŀŘŜǎ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ώǘƘŀǘϐ ƘŀǾŜ ƭŀǊƎŜƭȅ ƴƻǘ ōŜŜƴ ǊŜŀƭƛȊŜŘέ (Conklin, 

2014, p. 3). The decline in engagement in middle school learners is measurable and the included 

literature unanimously identifies adolescence as a complex and delicate stage of development. There 

are several key understandings that can inform pedagogic approaches to mitigate the problem of 

disengagement in the middle years. First, the literature highlights that middle school educators must be 

informed about cognitive growth milestones in adolescents that are accompanied by developmental and 

social needs and then fine-tune responsive perspectives and their practices accordingly (Anderson et al., 

2019; Casky & Anfara, 2007; Jansen & Kiefer, 2020; Raufelder & Kulakow, 2021). Secondly, it is 
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emphasized that the challenges that educators in the middle grades face today are different in this 

generation than in any others before, as the age of technology can accelerate both, the problem of 

disengagement and opportunities for engagement in adolescent students (Sampasa-Kanyinga et al., 

2022; Shapley et al., 2012; Steinberg & McCray, 2012). The last key theme the literature draws attention 

to is the decline in free outdoor play for this generation of young adults and the importance of 

mitigating the outfall by reintegrating nature and play into middle school classrooms (Conklin, 2014; 

Fang et al., 2021; Gray, 2011). While the suggested ways to nurture participation in the middle years, 

may seem isolated from one another at first glance, they are intricately connected, and all roads lead to 

the same critical pillar for adolescent engagementτƴƻǳǊƛǎƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ōŜƭƛŜŦ ƛƴ ƻƴŜΩǎ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǊƴΦ  
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Chapter 3 ς Design Process and Rationale 

Vignette 
 
I was a Grade 11 English language arts student when I first wrote and illustrated a story and bound it as 
a picture book. In collaboration with an elementary class, the assignment was to write an imaginary 
tale inspired by a second graderõs wish list. My òlittle buddyó requested that the main character be a 
little witch who was also a student in Grade Two. The final product titled The adventures of Wizzy the 
little witch was about a student with magical powers, stuck coming up with ideas for a social studies 
project. The little witch then explored the world on her broom and impressed her friends and teacher 
with the knowledge she had gained from her travels. The magic became real as I placed the finished 
picture book into my òlittle buddyõsó hands. I watched her eyes sparkle in self-recognition and her 
imagination grow as we sat together, immersing ourselves in the world of a fictional character 
encountering the lived experiences of real children. In that moment, I realized that stories do not simply 
entertain. They build connections, help us relate, and make us brave. The mother of this student, who I 
coincidentally met years later as my brother-in-lawõs neighbour, told me that her daughter 
remembered the story I had written for her as her favourite picture book. For the project part of this 
thesis, my vision is to integrate the appeal of story with evidence-based research to spark the readerõs 
imagination and encourage consideration of new possibilities. By presenting the research as a story, the 
goal is for educators to see themselves as capable individuals who can reflect on and conquer the 
challenges of middle-years education to transform the experiences of their adolescent learners. 
 
Introduction: A Sophisticated Picture Book as an Educational Tool and a Call for Action 

A wide range of research highlights the influential roles educators play to create learning 

environments where adolescent engagement can thrive (Anderson et al., 2019; Casky & Anfara, 2007; 

Jansen & Kiefer, 2020; Raufelder & Kulakow, 2021). Experts in the field claim that educational 

opportunities at the middle school level are often missed due to a lack of understanding concerning the 

developmental needs of adolescent learners (Jansen & Kiefer, 2020). Multiple studies suggest that 

educators are unprepared to meet the developmental needs of middle-aged learners, have a limited 

understanding of the impact of technology on adolescent engagement (Sampasa-Kanyinga et al., 2022; 

Shapley et al., 2012; Steinberg & McCray, 2012), and underestimate the urgency of exposing youth to 

play and the outdoors (Conklin, 2014; Fang et al., 2021; Gray, 2011). Chapter 2 identified several 

strategies relevant to my inquiry into engaging middle-years learners in rural BC communities, 

specifically in the age of technology and while addressing growing developmental needs. I have 

synthesized these strategies and storied them in a picture book titled To see a middle Muddle: A lesson 
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in believing (Gauer, 2026). ¢ƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άmiddle aǳŘŘƭŜǎΣέ ŀ ƳŜǘŀǇƘƻǊ ŦƻǊ ŀŘƻƭŜǎŎŜƴǘ 

learners, the book raises awareness about the measurable decline in adolescent engagement and self-

belief and substantiates a call for reflection and action that is intended to appeal to a broad readership.   

This chapter begins with a description of ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΩǎ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ŀƴŘ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘΦ L ǿƛƭƭ ǘƘŜƴ 

provide reviewed justification for selecting a picture book as a pathway to communicate research 

effectively to a target audience. Next, I will address the ethical considerations that helped to shape and 

guide the creation of the picture book. Furthermore, I will outline the creative process, including the 

steps taken to develop this educational tool. Finally, I will discuss the intended audience and potential 

for wide-reaching impact of this resource. By the end of the chapter, readers will have a clear 

understanding of how this creative medium serves as a valid and engaging method for transforming 

research into meaningful practice in middle-years education.  

Project Overview and Description 

The inspiration for this project stemmed from a desire to use my passion for writing and my love 

for picture books to engage professional adult audiences. This resulted in a sophisticated storybook 

titled To see a middle Muddle: A lesson in believing. Throughout the thirty-two-page story, the tale of an 

adolescent student experiencing a sense of uncertainty, will guide readers through the urgency of this 

ǘƻǇƛŎΣ ƪŜȅ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎǿŜŜǇƛƴƎ ǊŜǾŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ άmƛŘŘƭŜ aǳŘŘƭŜǎέ ŀǊŜ ŘŜŜǇƭȅ ƘǳƳŀƴ ǿƘƛƭŜ 

navigating significant change and growth. Additionally, the book includes an educator reference section, 

synthesizing research to highlight central information and strategies in a more formal manner, 

complementing the metaphorical storybook portion. The illustrators of the picture book are a group of 

12 adolescent students. Through learner contributions to the project, they naturally become a part of 

the call to action. Their involvement affirms that adolescents possess immense capacity. 



Storying Middle Years Engagement       32 

 

This project is tailored to educators and leaders in education who work with middle-years 

learners and audiences beyond the educational context, including adolescents. To see a middle Muddle: 

A lesson in believing highlights the problems of harmful stereotypes about adolescent learners, 

inadequate training for professionals working with this intricate age group, and the resulting disconnect 

and disengagement that leads to negative middle school experiences for students and teachers. 

Additionally, the picture book features the three themes identified in Chapter 2 that are relevant to 

adolescent engagement. They include the unique physical, emotional, and social development of 

adolescents, the dilemma of reaching students in the era of technology, and the importance of play and 

nature in adolescent classrooms. At the core of its philosophy, the Association for Middle Level 

Education believes that every adolescent has the right to an education that is fair, supportive, 

stimulating, inclusive, and actively involves them in the learning process (AMLE, 2024). My project is 

designed to reflect this philosophy.   

The intended outcome is to publish the book through a traditional academic or educational 

publisher to maximize its reach and impact. Contingency plans include self-publishing and distributing 

the text on a smaller scale. This may involve distribution within the local school district, use as a 

professional development resource, potential placement in local bookstores, archiving as a professional 

artifact, circulation in our school district learning community, or donation to professional libraries within 

schools. These approaches aim to ensure the resource contributes meaningfully to professional learning 

communities, regardless of future publication plans. Ultimately, the goal is to place this resource in the 

hands of educators and others who can use its message to support adolescents.  

Justification for the Project 

As established in Chapter 2, scholar Conklin (2014) identifies the heightened risk of attrition 

among middle school teachers and the long-term consequences of harmful middle grade experiences. 
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These findings directly inform the lens of this project, which emphasizes the urgency of understanding 

and addressing adolescent learnersΩ needs. What makes a picture book an effective educational tool in 

ǘƘƛǎ ŜƴŘŜŀǾƻǊΚ ά¢ƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ƻŦ ǎǘƻǊȅǘŜƭƭƛƴƎ Ƙƛƴǘǎ ŀǘ ŀ ŦǳƴŘŀƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƘǳƳŀƴ ǳƴŜŀǎŜΣ Ƙƛƴǘǎ ŀǘ ƘǳƳŀƴ 

ƛƳǇŜǊŦŜŎǘƛƻƴΦ ²ƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ǇŜǊŦŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻ ǎǘƻǊȅ ǘƻ ǘŜƭƭέ όhƪǊƛΣ мффуΣ ǇΦ псύΦ Lǘ Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜ 

acknowledged that teaching adolescents is complex on the best day and the stories about middle school 

experiences need to be told so middle school educators can see themselves and recognize legitimate 

struggles reflected in these accounts.  

Storybooks are a transformative and creative way of representing complex educational 

struggles. In To see a middle Muddle: A lesson in believing, metaphor is used to describe the barriers to 

adolescent engagement and the difficulties educators face in maintaining an optimistic view of their 

students and themselves. Hughes, Oliveira, and Bickford (2022) explain that stories are a means to 

evoke empathy and nurture connections between the audience and the experience of the characters 

ǘƘŀǘ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊ ƭƻƴƎ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ƛǎ ǘƻƭŘΦ wŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƻƴ ŀŘƻƭŜǎŎŜƴǘǎΩ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ 

development highlights a stage of heightened emotional sensitivity that can lead to challenging 

behaviour (Jansen & Kiefer, 2020). Jansen and Kiefer argue that educators must understand this 

developmental stage and its associated lack of self-efficacy to better support their students. Miraτ 

meaning admirable and wonderfulτand the name of the protagonist in this storybook, struggles with 

emotional and social changes, the difficulties of existing in a digital world, and the loss of innocent 

childhood experiences including play and nature. Stories serve as a cultural learning tool that allow the 

audience to participate in challenges faced by the characters from a safe distance (Landrum et al., 2019).  

Conklin (2014) notes that teachers working in middle schools face a greater likelihood of leaving 

the teaching profession compared to colleagues in other grade levels. In response, the storybook 

ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ aƛǊŀΩǎ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊΣ aǊΦ aƻǊƎŀƴΣ ŀ ǉǳƛŜǘ ŀƴŘ ŜƳǇŀǘhetic character who 
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contemplates a change in assignment while struggling to maintain composure in response to difficult 

student behaviors. Middle-years teachers reading this story are meant to see themselves reflected in 

aǊΦ aƻǊƎŀƴΩǎ ƧƻǳǊƴŜȅ ŀǎΣ άώǇŜŘŀƎƻƎƛŎŀƭϐ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ƘŜƭǇ ǳǎ ƭŜŀǊƴ ōȅ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭƭȅ ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴǘέ 

(Landrum et al., 2019, p. 248). The power of storybooks to inspire professional learning lies in their 

ability to evoke an emotional engagement between the story characters and the readers, creating a 

memorable, long-lasting, and heartfelt educational experience. The story of Mira and Mr. Morgan 

invites educators to recognize themselves in the human realities of teaching while also encouraging 

them to empathize with the struggles faced by their adolescent learners.  

Mature picture books are an excellent invite for critical professional reflection and an effective 

pathway for enhancing teaching practice. Rather than traditional academic writing, To see a middle 

Muddle: A lesson in believing gently guides educators in considering strengths and stretches in their 

ǇŜŘŀƎƻƎȅΦ ²ƘƛƭŜ Ƴŀƴȅ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜŘ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ŀƴ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƻǊΩǎ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜs and 

feelings, a storybook that includes a student as the protagonist can inspire reflection through a different 

lens. Studies have shown that sophisticated storybooks are meaningful mediums to encourage 

educators to understand teaching practice from a student perspective (Daly & Blakeney-Williams, 2015). 

¢ƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜΣ ǘƘŜ άmƛŘŘƭŜ aǳŘŘƭŜέ ǇǊƻǘŀƎƻƴƛǎǘ aƛǊŀ ŘǊŀǿǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀŘŜǊ ōȅ ǎƘŀǊƛƴƎ ƘŜǊ 

experience of disconnect and self-doubt. Adolescent insecurity and withdrawal often results in 

behaviours in classrooms that are misunderstood by teachers as oppositional or disrespectful (Jansen & 

Kiefer, 2020). The book invites educators to consider their responses in student-teacher interactions 

from a different viewpoint and to consequently experiment with new approaches. 

At its essence, effective professional development opens opportunities for growth. Hunzicker 

(2011) explains that professional learning content is often neither remembered nor applied. In response 

she has created a checklist outlining the characteristics of effective teacher learning. The author states 
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that professional development must be supportive, job-embedded, collaborative, ongoing, and have 

instructional focus (Hunzicker, 2011). This storybook is supportive as it addresses the needs of both 

teachers and learners at a specific grade level. It is job-embedded as it narrates day-to-day 

responsibilities and conflicts in school environments. Furthermore, To see a middle Muddle: A lesson in 

believing is a collaborative tool as it seeks to engage teacher metacognition to initiate difficult 

ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎ ƻŦŦŜǊŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƻǊΩǎ ƎǳƛŘŜ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƻƴƎƻƛƴƎ 

opportunities for implementation. Lastly, this narrative has an instructional focus by offering specifically 

researched strategies that support student learning across the curricular areas in middle-years 

ŎƭŀǎǎǊƻƻƳΦ ά¢ƘŜ ƴŜǿ ǇŀǊŀŘƛƎƳ ŦƻǊ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘǎ ŀ ŎƭŜŀǊ ŘŜǇŀǊǘǳǊŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ 

of workshops to ǘŜŀŎƘ ΨǘŜŎƘƴƛǉǳŜǎΩ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭŜ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎ ǘƻ 

ōǳƛƭŘ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ ƳŀǘǘŜǊΣ ǇŜŘŀƎƻƎȅΣ ŀƴŘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎέ ό{ǘŜƛƴ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ мфффΣ 

as cited in Borko et al., 2010, p. 548). To see a middle Muddle: A lesson in believing is a creative and non-

traditional learning tool for teachers that nurtures self-directed reflection and transformative thinking 

while offering several tangible strategies that can be quickly implemented to enhance practice.  

When we think of picture books, we generally imagine them being read to children. Some 

research suggests that storybooks are not only a highly engaging tool to introduce learning topics to a 

young audience, but also a practical means to provoke thinking in adolescent and adult learners. 

Meyerson (2006) discusses the features that make storybooks an effective learning tool for children and 

investigates whether they can equally benefit adult learners. In his study, his adult students express that 

they enjoy learning theory through picture books for several reasons. Picture books make theories more 

real and tangible, bring back nostalgic childhood memories of being read to, evoke emotions allowing 

for a deeper connection to the theory, accommodate several learning styles for better access and recall, 

and capture the most essential learning content (Meyerson, 2006). There are additional reasons 
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ǎǘƻǊȅōƻƻƪǎ ŀǊŜ ǾŀƭǳŀōƭŜ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǾŜƴƛŜƴǘ ǘƻƻƭǎ ŦƻǊ ŀƭƭ ŀƎŜǎΣ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ƛƴ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎǎΦ άώtƛŎǘǳǊŜ 

ōƻƻƪǎϐ ŀǊŜ ǎƘƻǊǘ ƛƴ ǇŀƎŜǎΣ ōǳǘ ƭƻƴƎ ƛƴ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎέ ό/ǳƭƘŀƳΣ нллмΣ ŀǎ ŎƛǘŜŘ ƛƴ aǳǊǇƘȅΣ нллфΣ ǇΦ нмύΦ aǳǊǇƘȅ 

explains that picture books engage readers visually through appealing illustrations, capture attention 

with intentionally chosen language, provide a relaxing and enjoyable experience, and meet diverse 

learning styles. While storybooks at first glance appear to be an immature way of delivering serious 

cƻƴǘŜƴǘΣ άǎƻƳŜ ǇƛŎǘǳǊŜ ōƻƻƪǎ ŀǊŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄΣ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻǾƻŎŀǘƛǾŜ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜȅ ƳƛƎƘǘ ŀǇǇŜŀǊ 

ŀǘ ŀ ƎƭŀƴŎŜέ όǇΦ нмύΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ aƛǊŀ ŀƴŘ ƘŜǊ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊ ƛǎ ǇŀŎƪŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǎƻǇƘƛǎǘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŜƳŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ 

considerations making it an engaging resource to spark meaningful discussion for diverse and mature 

audiences.  

In my own practice, picture books have long been a preferred multidimensional means to give 

context to theories, engage student audiences in a diverse range of topics, spark discussions and 

reflection, and to reach learners avoiding a top-down directive approach. There is a magic about 

ƛƳƳŜǊǎƛƴƎ ƻƴŜǎŜƭŦ ƛƴ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ŜƭǎŜΩǎ ǎǘƻǊȅΣ ŜƳǇŀǘƘƛȊƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊǎ ƻƴ ŀƴ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƭŜǾŜƭΣ ŀƴŘ 

ǎŜŜƛƴƎ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƻǿƴ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǾŀƭƛŘŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ ŀ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜΦ {ǘƻǊȅōƻƻƪǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǇŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ 

invite, rather than demand, and to steer away from traditional, and at times ineffective, delivery aimed 

at inspiring professional learning communities. Contrary to popular belief that picture books are for 

children, a sophisticated story is an effective yet accessible means to foster deeper engagement for 

audiences of all ages. Building teacher self-efficacy is essential to improving the middle school 

experience for adolescent learners, and I have demonstrated how To see a middle Muddle: A lesson in 

believing can serve as an invaluable resource in this pursuit. 

Ethical Considerations  

Careful attention to ethical considerations guided all stages of this project, from the initial 

development of a story intended to capture honest and challenging realities to the involvement of 
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student collaborators in the illustration process. Initially, I assumed that approval from the Research 

Ethics Board would be required to include students in the project as illustrators. Dr. Amanda Wager and 

I consulted with the Research Ethics Board at Vancouver Island University to determine whether 

approval was necessary. The Board confirmed in writing that this project did not require Research Ethics 

Board review or approval, as the project does not include any research involving human participants and 

student participation in creating artwork for the storybook is considered co-creation of knowledge.  

The Research Ethics Board informed me that permission from my school district will be required 

to invite students to help co-create my picture book. The school district voiced initial concerns with 

students contributing to a project that could potentially be published for profit. I was asked to provide a 

full write-up on my project describing my intentions, how I would involve students in it, and evidence 

that my project is exempt from Research Ethics Board approval. I also drafted permission forms and an 

attached cover letter to send to parents of students interested in participating in the project. After 

consulting with their legal team, the school district granted written permission to move forward with my 

project and provided approved permission forms to be signed by parents and caregivers.  

When inviting students to collaborate on this project, it was ethically important to consider how 

their involvement would be meaningful and beneficial to them, rather than serving solely the needs of 

the project. Co-creators would benefit in several ways including the opportunity to showcase their 

creativity, contribute to a creative community-building project, develop artistic and creative thinking 

skills, be invited to a celebration when the book is printed, enjoy snacks and the company of other 

artists while working collaboratively, and receive one complimentary printed copy of the book.  

When exploring complex and challenging realities in everyday classrooms and inviting both 

teachers and students into self-reflection on emotionally taxing situations, it is essential that language is 

chosen carefully and with strong ethical consideration. This is particularly important given the 
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vulnerability of both teachers and students in the middle years, and the intention for the picture book to 

reach a wide audience. One of the reasons for choosing a storybook as the vehicle for sharing this work 

is its power to lower defensiveness and instill confidence. The goal is to highlight the shared humanity 

within the challenges experienced by both adolescent learners and their teachers. Achieving this 

requires an ethical balance between honestly representing research and classroom realities, and 

ensuring that the language used consistently reflects empathy, respect, and a sense of hope and 

positivity.  

Upon reflection, this consideration informed a key revision in the project. The characters in the 

ǎǘƻǊȅ ǿŜǊŜ ǊŜƴŀƳŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ άmƛŘŘƭŜ aƻƴǎǘŜǊǎέ ǘƻ άmƛŘŘƭŜ aǳŘŘƭŜǎΦέ !ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƴƻ ƘŀǊƳ ǿŀǎ ƛƴǘŜƴŘŜŘ ƛƴ 

the original term, as the idea was one of funny and friendly monsters, it became clear that using the 

ǿƻǊŘ άƳƻƴǎǘŜǊέ ǘƻ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ōƻǘƘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƳƛǎƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ ŀǎ 

offensiveΣ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ōȅ ȅƻǳƴƎŜǊ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜǎΦ άmiddle aǳŘŘƭŜέ ŜƳŜǊƎŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ƳƻǊŜ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ 

ethical name, relaying the messiness, energy, and complexity that often accompany teaching and 

ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳƛŘŘƭŜ ȅŜŀǊǎΦ CǳǊǘƘŜǊƳƻǊŜΣ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ άƳƻƴǎǘŜǊέ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ƳŀǘŎƘ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŦǳƭ ŀƴŘ ŜƴŘŜŀǊƛƴƎ 

character illustrations I had envisioned from the outset of this idea.  It was also an important ethical 

consideration that, while the narrative is intended to depict possible conflicts in an adolescent 

classroom, that the story remained entirely fictional. None of the events, characters, or situations 

portrayed in the story are based on specific students, incidents, teachers, or schools in which I have 

worked.  

Ethical considerations remained central to every stage of this project and informed both the 

creative writing process and the invitation of student collaborators. This intentional approach ensured 

that the work upheld principles of respect, care, and integrity. At the same time, the project remained 
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committed to its purpose of supporting and honouring the authentic experiences of educators and 

students in the middle years.  

Project Development Process  

 In this section, I will describe the process by which an idea evolved into a finished product, with 

emphasis on the key decisions made throughout the design and development stages and the rationale 

behind them. The development of this project involved refining the original concept, creating the 

characters and plot, collaborating with student illustrators, and designing the άEducator Survival Guide.έ 

To see a middle Muddle: A lesson in believing is a multi-dimensional resource that blends professional 

development, reflection, empathy, and practical strategies. Each component of the project was 

intentionally designed to maximize engagement and impact. 

Evolution of Initial Vision 

The initial vision of the project was a rhyming book, originally titled To see a middle Monster: A 

lesson in believing, that captured the chaos of teaching middle years students in a humorous, poetic, 

and light-hearted manner. In this early concept, the complexities remained largely at the surface level, 

ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŀƛƳ ƻŦ ƭƻǿŜǊƛƴƎ ǊŜŀŘŜǊǎΩ ŘŜŦŜƴǎŜǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ƘǳƳƻǊΦ ¢ƘŜ ƴŀǊǊŀǘive focused on representing the 

learning community, rather than developing distinct, intentional characters. Both students and teachers 

were portrayed in a generalized way in this first vision, without deeply exploring the emotions or 

experiences of specific characters that readers could come to know.  

I enjoyed the privilege of meeting Dr. Kari-Lynn Winters, who is the author of multiple published 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ōƻƻƪǎΣ ŀ ŘǊŀƳŀ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊΣ ŀƴŘ ŀ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊ ό²ƛƴǘŜǊǎΣ нлммύΦ !ŦǘŜǊ ƭƛǎǘŜƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ Ƴȅ ƛƴǘŜƴǘƛƻƴǎΣ 

she provided direct and professional advice that led me to reconsider the design of the book. Winters 

(personal communication, October 14, 2026) offered three key recommendations: to avoid creating a 

rhyming book as they are not often considered for publishing, to consider a thirty-two-page 
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sophisticated picture book format that would appeal to publishers and a broad audience, and to be 

intentional in the order of plot development to achieve maximum narrative impact. While it was initially 

difficult to let go of the original vision, reflection and input from an experienced author made it clear 

that a sophisticated narrative, rather than entertaining rhymes, would serve me better in conveying the 

message with greater intention. This approach would allow readers to connect emotionally as opposed 

to superficially. With Kari-[ȅƴƴΩǎ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǇǳǘ ƛƴ ƳƛƴŘΣ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άmƛŘŘƭŜ aƻƴǎǘŜǊǎέ ōŜƎŀƴ ǘƻ 

ŜǾƻƭǾŜ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ƳƻǊŜ ǾǳƭƴŜǊŀōƭŜ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜΣ ŘŜǇƛŎǘƛƴƎ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊǎ ƴŀǾƛƎŀǘƛƴƎ ŀ ƧƻǳǊƴŜȅ ǘƘŀǘ ōŜƎƛƴǎ άǿƛǘƘ ŀ 

ōŀƴƎέ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴŎƭǳŘŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ƘƻǇŜ ŀƴŘ ǎŜƭŦ-belief. 

Development of Characters, Plot, and Illustrations 

Before beginning the plot development process, I created a detailed character profile summary 

(see Figure 1) to capture the range of impactful members that can exist within a greater learning 

community. The main character in this story is Mira Middleton. The name Mira, meaning wonderful and 

admirable in Latin, was chosen to highlight her sensitive and kind-hearted nature beneath her outwardly 

unbecoming behaviourΦ ¢ƘŜ ƴŀƳŜ aƛƭŜǎ aƻǊƎŀƴΣ aƛǊŀΩǎ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊΣ ǿŀǎ ŎƘƻǎŜƴ ŦƻǊ ƛǘǎ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ 

άƎǊŀŎƛƻǳǎέ ŀƴŘ άǎǘǊƻƴƎΣέ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊΩǎ ŜƳōƻŘƛƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǇŀǘƛŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ƘƻǇŜ ŦƻǊ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƻǊǎ 

navigating the challenges of teaching adolescents. I included both younger and older versions of the two 

main characters, Mira Middleton and Miles Morgan, to illustrate that adolescence is an intricate phase 

of human development in which challenges often appear suddenly and are often only temporary. 

However, the impact of this temporary phase can have significant negative effects on future educational 

experiences.  

While the initial rhyming book vision had now been replaced by a sophisticated narrative, I 

intentionally included the rhythmic effects that have the power to draw in the reader. Daniel A. (2021) 

explains that alliteration is an effective writing technique as it enhances the story with poetic and 
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ƳǳǎƛŎŀƭ ǘƻǳŎƘŜǎ ǘƻ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘŜƴ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛȊŜ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎΦ ¢ƘŜ άƳƛŘŘƭŜ aǳŘŘƭŜǎΣέ ŜŘǳŎŀǘŜŘ 

at Muddleton aƛŘŘƭŜ {ŎƘƻƻƭΣ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊǎ ǿƘƻǎŜ ƴŀƳŜǎ ŀƭƭ ōŜƎƛƴ ǿƛǘƘ άaΣέ ǿŜǊŜ ƴŀƳŜŘ ǘƻ 

achieve this objective. Given the persistent challenges of the middle years, it was my vision to present 

the characters as slightly chaotic and challenging, yet ultimately lovable.  

Figure 1.  

Character Profile Summary 
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Planning the events in the story involved creating an engaging narrative that captivates an 

audience and developing an educational tool that fosters learning and reflection. I followed the plot 

development sequence proposed by Winters and included the key considerations identified in my 

literature review. The two main characters, Mira, a student, and Mr. Morgan, her teacher, navigate a 

day in a Grade 7 classroom that explores themes of disengagement, self-doubt, and dysregulation. The 

story begins with an immediate conflict, before a series of events gradually escalate, finally leading to a 

ƘŜŀǘŜŘ ŜȄŎƘŀƴƎŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅΩǎ ŎƭƛƳŀȄΦ Through reflection, encouragement, and new perspectives, the 

narrative resolves with a growth mindset, strengthened relationships, and fostering self-efficacy in 

others, ending on a hopeful note. I used a plot diagram template (see Figure 2) to plan the story.   

 Figure 2.   

Plot Diagram
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The next step involved planning how to effectively structure the sequence of events across the 

suggested thirty-two-page format, in alignment with common publishing standards as per WintersΩ 

suggestion (personal communication, October 14, 2026). This development phase also included initial 

considerations regarding visual character representation to ensure it complements the narrative 

meaningfully. My vision for the characters was to capture the complexity of adolescence, by highlighting 

the challenges, messiness, and quirks of young students, while also emphasizing their potential, 

humour, and likeability. These are the qualities that educators must recognize to provide meaningful 

support. I used the 40-Page self-ended picture book thumbnail template (see Figure 3) to organize the 

sequence of events and outline a sketch of the potential illustrations. This helped me to visualize how 

the text and illustration would interact on each page. 

After completing the initial character planning, story mapping, and visual page layout, I wrote 

the story over the course of a month. The writing process flowed smoothly, as the extensive pre-

planning stages, relevant literature, and my experience teaching adolescents provided a good starting 

point to develop an engaging narrative. In reviewing the first draft of the story line with my thesis 

ǎǳǇŜǊǾƛǎƻǊ 5ǊΦ ²ŀƎŜǊΣ ǿŜ ǊŜǾƛǎƛǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǘƛǘƭŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŀǎ άƳƛŘŘƭŜ 

aƻƴǎǘŜǊǎέ ŀǎ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŜǘƘƛŎŀƭ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊΦ  

Drawing and illustrating are not strengths of mine, so I began to think about how to approach 

ǘƘŀǘ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΦ DƛǾŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΩǎ Ƴƛǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŎŀƭƭƛƴƎ ƻƴ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƻǊǎ ǘƻ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛȊŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ 

potential and nurture engagement, I chose to invite adolescent students to help with illustrating the 

book. Students participated by creating character figures and backdrops of key scenes with guided 

support. The decision to include students reflects the message of the story and the research, and 

creates opportunities for collaboration and meaningful relationship building with middle school students 

involved in the project creation.  



Storying Middle Years Engagement       44 

 

Figure 3 

40-Page self-ended picture book thumbnail template (interior illus) 

 
Note: Adapted from Ohi (2017) 
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Book-Illustrating Club 
 

 The idea of working together with students on illustrating the picture book brought both 

excitement and challenges. First steps involved Research Ethics Board consultation and school district 

approval. Next, I considered how to involve students intentionally. It was important to me that 

participation was voluntary and not required as part of their classroom experience. This was managed 

by offering an opt-ƛƴ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŀ ǾƻƭǳƴǘŀǊȅ ά.ƻƻƪ-LƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘƛƴƎ /ƭǳōέ ƘŜƭŘ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ƻŦ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǊ 

school hours. I facilitated a short information session explaining my studies, the intent to create a 

picture book, and the opportunity for students to participate. Twelve students chose to join the club. To 

coordinate a group of twelve illustrators while maintaining visual consistency across the book, I 

developed an approach where students crafted characters that were then placed onto individually 

ŘǊŀǿƴ ōŀŎƪƎǊƻǳƴŘǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ŎǊŀŦǘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άaǳŘŘƭŜέ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊǎ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ favourite part of the 

process. Students were given choice and artistic freedom in both character design and background 

illustrations. The balance of structure and autonomy reflected the message of this thesis that students 

at this age need both structure and autonomy. The final illustrations were assembled by placing the 

crafted characters onto the drawn backgrounds and photographing each completed scene. Involving 

students in the creative process of this project thesis became one of the most tangible, meaningful, and 

rewarding aspects of the experience. 

Educator Survival Guide 

The story To see a middle Muddle: A lesson in believing successfully captures the complexities 

and opportunities of middle years education while also conveying the message of hope and possibilities. 

The purpose of this project is ultimately to support educators to be better prepared to meet the 

complex demands of engaging adolescents in learning. While the storybook draws readers into a 

fictional experience, introduces significant themes and challenges, and invites metacognitive reflection, 
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additional support is needed to provide teachers with access to relevant research, deeper exploration of 

key concepts, and practical strategies that can be applied immediately to strengthen their practice.  

It is essential that effective professional development opportunities offer an instructional focus 

(Hunzicker, 2011), and while strategies are implicitly embedded throughout the story, explicitly 

ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳ ŜƴƘŀƴŎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƭŀǊƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ŏŀƭƭ ǘƻ ŀŎǘƛƻƴΦ L ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ά9ŘǳŎŀǘƻǊ {ǳǊǾƛǾŀƭ 

DǳƛŘŜέ ǘƻ ŎƻƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊybook and summarize the literature research findings. The full educator 

guide introduces the central themes important to teacher development, includes reflection and 

discussion questions, and provides effective, instructionally focused strategies that are universally 

accessible and readily applicable.   

The printed copy of To see a middle Muddle: A lesson in believing includes two pages at the end 

that serve as an educator professional development guide. Based on recommendations from Dr. Wager, 

I selected what I considered the most important learning from the picture book to be included, while 

also providing free accesǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ Ŧǳƭƭ ά9ŘǳŎŀǘƻǊ {ǳǊǾƛǾŀƭ DǳƛŘŜέ Ǿƛŀ ŜƳŀƛƭ ǊŜǉǳŜǎǘΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ aƛǊŀ ŀƴŘ 

Mr. Morgan places strong emphasis on building trusting pedagogical relationships. To best complement 

the narrative, the shortened version of the guide focuses on understanding the developmental needs of 

adolescent students and strategies for nurturing connection and understanding. The inclusion of the 

educator guide transforms this project from a reflective and engaging narrative into a practical resource 

and meaningful tool for supporting accessible, widespread professional growth in educators. 

Targeted Audience 

 The primary target audience for this project consists of educators and educational leaders 

working with middle-years learners. It is a further ambition to reach adults beyond the educational 

context, including parents and guardians, coaches, program and camp facilitators, and other community 

members who work with adolescents. While supporting professional educators of young adolescent 
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learners remains central to this work, it is also important not to overlook the need to support students 

in developing insight into their own growth. Supporting educators involves helping adolescents to 

recognize when teachers are reaching out to them and how to engage with the support they offer. This 

picture book is therefore also designed with young adolescents in mind. 

Adolescent behaviours are frequently scrutinized and criticized, suggesting there is still a need 

for deeper understanding and greater compassion for students. At the same time, it is important to 

acknowledge the challenges that emotionally dysregulated adolescents can present for adults in their 

lives. Developing positive, empathetic, and connected perspectives toward one another requires 

engagement from the broad audience this storybook is intended to reach. 

Conclusion 

Creating a dynamic medium for communicating an important message intended for a diverse 

audience is a challenging and rewarding endeavour. This chapter has outlined the design, development, 

and purpose of the picture book To see a middle Muddle: A lesson in believing. It explored the ethical 

considerations that guided the project, ensuring the project was developed in a safe, respectful, and 

trustworthy manner, with the intention of maximizing benefit while avoiding harm. Additionally, it has 

demonstrated how the combination of narrative, student collaboration, and a practical educator guide 

have the capacity to translate document analysis research into transformative and accessible practice. 

[ŀǎǘƭȅΣ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ŀ ŎƭŜŀǊ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƻƻƪΩǎ ƛƴǘŜƴŘŜŘ ǊŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇΣ ƻǳǘƭƛƴƛƴƎ Ƙƻǿ 

the critical nature of disengagement warrants the need to reach a wide audience. To see a middle 

Muddle: A lesson in believing initiates conversation, inspires reflection, shares timely research, and 

provides valuable and practical strategies. Most importantly, it aims to strengthen the capacity and 

confidence needed by both educators and adolescent learners to nurture sustained engagement in 

middle years classrooms. 
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Chapter 4 ς The Project Product 

Vignette 
 
I have wanted to be a teacher for as long as I can remember. When I was little, I used to line up my 
stuffed animal collection on the floor and teach them numeracy skills, geography, reading, and writing. 
Most of the time, though, I would read them picture books. It was a natural concept for me to connect 
storybooks and education. When I began my journey as a professional educator, picture books 
followed me into the classroom. In my third year as a classroom teacher, I taught in a class with an 
unusual dynamic of complex needs, ranging from severe academic challenges to difficult behaviour 
struggles. When the day became chaotic enough that it felt almost beyond rescue, I would read a 
picture book, and it consistently drew the students into attentive wonder and calm. Storybooks 
became a classroom management lifeline and the only time the students could collectively engage. I 
came to rely on them for teaching and combed through the school and public libraries for hours to find 
authentic matches to curriculum content. I used them to weave narrative across subject areas and 
across generations. I relied on them to introduce difficult subject matter and to evoke empathy and 
understanding in ways conventional lesson plans often cannot. 
 
In my elementary classrooms, stories are bridges between learners and themselves, each other, and the 
world around them. I witnessed how narrative softens resistance, sparks wonder, and opens space for 
understanding. When I started to contemplate how I would complete my thesis in a way that is 
inspiring and meaningful for me, it dawned on me that a storybook could also be the bridge between 
experience, research, students, teachers, and leaders. It became clear that writing a picture book felt 
like an organic way for me to share my learning. And here it was: the birth of the idea of To see a 
middle Muddle: A lesson in believing, which will be introduced in this fourth chapter of my thesis. 
 
Introduction 

 I believe that systemic transformational changes in education can be achieved through an 

appreciative inquiry approach (Priest et al., 2013), which involves recognizing and building on what is 

working well while collaboratively striving towards finding solutions for areas of challenge. I propose 

that a similar approach can be used in a middle school classroom. I argue that when educators recognize 

their own potential and intentionally seek the strengths of their adolescent learners, they can foster the 

self-efficacy necessary for students to actively engage in learning. This picture book encourages readers 

ǘƻ ŀŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ƴƻǘƛŎŜ ŀƴŘ ƴŀƳŜ άǘƘŜ ƎƻƻŘέ ƛƴ ƻƴŜ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ and in oneself and offers reflective 

considerations for future classroom practice. The narrative calls on educators to work through conflicts 

with students in a patient, informed, and relationship-focused way. Chapter 4 includes a short summary 

of To See a middle Muddle: A Lesson in Believing (Gauer, 2026), the entirety of the picture book, and a 

summary ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ά9ŘǳŎŀǘƻǊ {ǳǊǾƛǾŀƭ DǳƛŘŜΦέ 
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Picture Book Summary 

In this fictional narrative, titled To see a middle Muddle: A lesson in believing, the audience will 

meet Mira, a Grade 7 student, and her teacher, Mr. Morgan. This story takes the reader on an adventure 

of a day in Grade 7 at Muddleton Middle School and follows parallel journeys of a struggling student and 

teacher learning how to connect to one another in challenging moments. 

Twenty years earlier, an overwhelmed and insecure seventh grader named Miles resists 

schoolwork. His compassionate teacher, Mrs. Marigold, supports him with a lasting message: believe in 

yourself and take it one step at a time. 

In the present, Miles is now Mr. Morgan, a teacher facing similar challenges with his student 

aƛǊŀΦ ¢ƘǊƻǳƎƘ aƛǊŀΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎΣ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƻƴ ŀŘƻƭŜǎŎŜƴǘ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘΣ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘƛƴƎ 

developmental changes, social and online pressures, and a desƛǊŜ ŦƻǊ ƻǳǘŘƻƻǊ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎΦ aƛǊŀΩǎ 

struggles lead to emotional outbursts and conflict, leaving both Mira and Mr. Morgan ready to give up. 

With support from others and time to reflect, both Mira and Mr. Morgan choose to try again. Through 

honest dialogue and connection, they begin to empathize which each other and start to build trust and 

understanding. When Mr. Morgan shares the same message of support that his favourite teacher once 

shared with him, Mira begins to feel seen, capable, and supported.  

Twenty years later, Mira is now a teacher herself. She uses compassion, humor, and flexibility to 

support her own struggling student, continuing to pay empathy and growth forward. The story ends 

with her quietly affirming the message she once received: To believe not just in her students, but also in 

herself. The book emphasizes the lasting impact of confident and compassionate teachers, the 

importance of connection, and how small moments of encouragement can ripple across generations. 

The Picture Book 

To see a middle Muddle: A lesson in believing is presented per two pages (Figures 4-21).  
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Figure 4 

Front and Back Cover Pages 
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Figure 5 

Inside Cover and Page 1 
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Figure 6 

Pages 2-3 
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Figure 7 

Pages 4 and 5 
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Figure 8 

Pages 6 and 7 
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Figure 9  

Pages 8 and 9 
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Figure 10 

Pages 10 and 11 
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Figure 11 

Pages 12 and 13 
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Figure 12 

Pages 14 and 15 
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Figure 13 

Pages 16 and 17 
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Figure 14 

Pages 18 and 19 
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Figure 15  

Pages 20 and 21 

 



Storying Middle Years Engagement                                                                                                                                                                                                 62 

 

Figure 16 

Pages 22 and 23 
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Figure 17 

Pages 24 and 25  

 












































