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Abstract
This project thesis explores declining engagement among migees learners anduggest$iow
SRdzO G2NBR OFly NBaLRyR (G2 |R2fSao0SylmarurR8ilisht 2 LIYSy
Columbia contextBasedon research related to adolescent cognitive and social development,
technology use, outdoor learning, and pl&tyis project emphasizehe importance of developmentally
responsive teaching practices that nurture sefficacyin adolescenstudents The project component is
aprofessional development tool presented apiature book titledTosee amiddle Muddle: Aesson in
believing Thefictional narrativefollows a middleyears student and teacher as they navigate the
researchconfirmedcomplexities of adolescence and schoolifilgrough story, the book encourages
reflection, empathy, and practical application of reseabalsed strategies among educat@nsd
caregiversThe picture book was ecreated with middleyears students who contributed illustrations
reinforcingli K A & Lt 8rSt@énDvdice capacity, and agenc¥hecomplementaryeducator
guidesupports teachers witkey research findings amitacticalclassroom strategies. This thesis argues
that capturingeducational researchiastory can make professional learning more engaging and
accessibl@and strengtherdzy RSNA Gl YRAY3I 2F | R2f S&A0Syid fSFENYSNARQ ¢
Keywordsadolescent engagement, middle years education, welkoesgered learning,
educational leadership, picture books, professional learning,effitfacy,adolescentdevelopment,

technologyand learning, outdoor education, pkbased learning
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Chapter 1¢ Introduction
Vignette

Long before | understood the language of pedagogy, | 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 | was born, he began to gather the small, seemingly ordinary moments of my
childhood and captured them in bound pages illustrated by my grandmothe

When | was about seven years old, | was gifted a helium balloon in the shape of a parrot that |

named OPapageno. 6 Two days | ater, Papageno escape
accidentally left him unattended near an open window. | was devastated by tb&s. To cheer

me up, my parents and my two older brothers began writing letters from the Brazilian

rainforest, Papagenods i magined new home, sharing
year later, my father transformed this core childhood memanoia 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, | learned about the

rainforest, sustainability, and exotipexies, all through the fictional eyes of a helium balloon.

Seeing myself and Papagenods story reflected in a
vision was more than a source of comfort. It was an early lesson in the power of storytelling to

transformloss into wonder and narrative intiearning

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 overwhelmingjtdl 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 | want to tell the stories of adolescent
learners, their teachers, and the complex realibégngaging 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 strilngto reclaim thés NJ & { atréhsoyf fack Rhat can feel likan overwhelming,
even hopeless, endeavorK Sy 02 dzy § SNAYy 3 (GKS KI N¥YFdziNat@@ Iy AGA DS |
Deficit Disordef{Louv, 2009)a condition that arises from growing up disconnected from nattife
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 researchonteensfan 4 SOKy 2t 23& dzaS AyRAOI GSa GKI

teens say they use the internet every day (96%). And the share of teens who report beindéhmost
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constantlythas roughly doubled since 202015 (24% vs1 c:’2 0 ¢ 6t Sg wS &SI NOK /

(V)]
<,
[N
(V)]

his book,The anxious generatiospcial psychologist Jonathan Haidt (2024), alex¢éslersto the
cognitive changes and heightened anxiety in our youth that is attributgmdblemtechnology use
which is digital devicase that negatively affects welleing or daily functioningand the deprivation of
unstructured play. The repercussions of a phdmased childhood impact the development of executive
functioning skills necessary for active participation in learning. Over the course of my 12 years in
teaching, | have personalixperienced anavitnessed growing complexities of effective classroom
management and incread dysregulation among students.

The vocation to draw students into meaningful learnixgeriencegan be especially daunting
in the middle years. For the purposes of this paper, middle years is definaades 7 andGrade 8
aGdzRRSyiGa 3SR mm (G2 wmn @SINR 2tR® ! adzoadlydAlrt
motivation and engagement generally decline as they move through middle school and onto high
& O K 2Ahdegson ét a].2019, p. 205). While research has established the mistcheol years as a
foundational time to set students up for future success (Conklin, 2014), the néddtml student and
educator stories that echo through the hallways are often those of discdnfrastration, and fatigue.
How can we as educators adjust our perspectives and tailor pedagogic approaches to meet the unique
learning needs of middischool students, who are both highly capable and yet susceptible due to rapid
developmental and socighanges? How can system leaders createditionsthat allow teachers and
subsequently their adolescent learners to thrive? As an educator who teaches unconditionally, | believe
that it is a professional responsibility to adapt perspectives and practices to foster student engagement
regardless of age, delopmental phase, or background.

My own harmful middleschool experiences left an emotional scar, serving as a reminder of the

impactteacherscan have in transforming the midd#ehool journeys of others. In my role as an
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educator, | have felt the impact of words spoken by leaders whose belief in me mattered, reminding me
that how we see otheshas a lasting effect. First, | 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, | will state the problem of disengagement in middle grades and outline key themes |
identified as relevant in responding to this issue. Then | will dislkas the problem of disengaged
adolescents is positioned within the context of educational leadership. Finally, | will explain why
sourcing responsive means to engage middle school learners deserves the attention of educational
leaders in a rapidly evohlg 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

| am an elementary educator and a mother of three children. As such, | 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, &lita Rl YLISY SR OKAf RNBy Qa
creatively, to explore freely, to participate in healthy risky play, and to remain engaged and attentive
while living and learning (Haidt, 2024).drimary-aged classrooms, | 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, | observe rapid mood swings in
response to minor demands, a strong need for social validation, and an increasing dependence on
technology for entertainmentAs a newniddle years teachet feel an urgency to learn what is
necessary for succesgor my students, the school community, and my growth as a flourishing
professional. Aan advocatdor adolescents| want to capture thisesearchasstory tocallfor quality

educationfor 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 feelued andemotionallyresilient | am disheartenetb
witnessthat many educators do not have the capacity and resources required to prGuédke 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). | have personatigserved that a lack of foresight and a poor start to the school year is
difficult to recover fromEngagingn document analysis focused on adolescent engagemedetiming
and comparingnd synthesing findingsstrengthens and ensures the most informed start possible
Noticing a lack of seHfficacy when working witisrade 7 students in various capacities, |
believe that an appreciative inquiry approa@®riest et al., 2013yyhich isa frameworkfor
organizationathangegrounded inddentifying and building on strengthis needed, not necessarily into
the system, butvith middle-school students to help them discover their collective capacity and
individual $rengths Adolescent studentsieed tofeel valued by their leaders, aiiids 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 evidesaaprised
2F RSSLIX & fAaGSyYyAy3d G2 alirgBytidalili@ratyrSadngs withhR 8 G 2 NA S
2y SQ4a dzy Al dzS 1 @B beQifth ghIver@2 fOrid&nterital questions of why this is
happening.
As an adolescent learner, connectedness, a sense of belonging, and engagement in learning was
something | 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 tlsencrete congestion of Germany in 1999, and

initiated the move across the ocean to Revelstoke, British Columbia, Canada. Though | was at a complex
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developmental stage midiay through Grade 7, | 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.
| felt | belonged with the mountains, the lakes and riyeny family, and the animaisbut did not find

the same connection in mgchool communityMy formerly weHgrounded capacityo enjoy andto take
control of my learning diminished. This shift in my social surroundingsngndability to function in a
mismatched learning environmeshook me to the very core. My experience shows that a disturbed
context can quickly break norms, behaviours, and levels of engagement in adolescents. | believe that
this can be rebalanced througtuthentic pedagogic relationshipsid a deeper understanding of
circumstances.

While researching the developmental needs of midstdhool students, | have learned it is
essential to appreciate that their level of engagement is subjective to their ability toegplfate their
learning (Anderson et al., 2019; Jansen & Kiefer, 2020feRler & Kulakow, 2021), discovering their
unique passions and interests (Shapdewl, 2012; Steinberg & McCray, 2012), and their exposure to
healthy educational practices such as outdoor learning and play (Conklin, 2014tR&ng021; 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 coraiens.

In narrowing dowrthe focusof my research, | ultimately blended two stories that are both
meaningful and relevant to my practicand in my opinion deserve the attention of educational leaders,
educators, and parents. My initisdquiry journey within a primargrade setting had me consumed in a
deep exploration of ways to bring in nature and play to combat what Richard Louv (2009) describes as
éNature Deficit DA & 2 NFhénNgdringthe narratives of colleagues who were discouraged by their

adolescenti (1 dzZRSy (12 Q I LI (i KesisténByedrewndy atterftid AN fesyit, 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 findingsisto 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"seventhgradestudents leading tastrainedpedagogical
relationships between adolescent learners and their teachers. For the past five years &t sthéol,
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, anteslbave ultimately left the profession. | have
observedGrade 7students,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 lazers.

In response to this issue, my research questiomithe age of technology, how can educators
engage middleschool students in ruralriish Columbiacommunitiesvhile 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 theawarenes®f 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 essentialunderstandinghe forces complicating this already intricate
phase in human development. Lastly, | will explore how to bring the healing qualities of play and nature

back into the middleschool classroom to foster student engagement. Through my induaign 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 disngagemenin a group of developmentally vulnerable studesfseads
through school communities and eventually sng 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 settinganguide 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 perspectivéthde
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 Eff@Rbsenthal & Jacobsph968), which has its roots in Greek
YelidK2t238d DFYRKAQA ARSI o6FLad OAGSR AYy 91l aglNrysz Hw
G§SYRSyOASa Ay (KS ¢g2NIR ¢2dd R Ffaz2 OKIFIy3ISé Aa 7F2dz
can take place through a puwis of symmetry where 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 miegtthool teachers with knowledge and support
when challenges arise.

The Pygmalion Effe¢Rosenthal & Jacobson, 1968judied 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 | became the subject of a conversation between two leaders that influenced my thinking around
educational leadership. After observing me guidérade 7 debate, my new administrator joked that |
aKz2dzZ R GSI OK DN}IRS 1@ ¢KS 2dzidz2Ay3a LINARYOAL}Ff |jdza O
GALAYSE F2NIAGO 2AdK2dzi KSaAGlGAz2zys GKS ySs fS8FRS
of the office with a quiet smile. | agreed to the opportunity when that same |leagérose belief in me
had resonated askedagainA ¥ L QR O 2 yGiadeR Srithe EdhtexDd éngaging middle school
learners, leaders can embody the change they hope to see in their educators and hold the same belief in
iKS YARRtS aoOkK22t GSIOKSNERQ OFLI OAGASEAE GKEG dGSIKO
determinaion in their students.
TopicJustification

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 (Asuieet al., 2019). The fapaced
STFSOGa 2F (GKS WwWFH3aS 2F G(SOKy2f238Q [ RRAGAZ2YIff& O
changes in adolescents. While this revolutcmmtinuesto 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 adolesdiet student who
communicates a lack of sadfficacy 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 theenleal
task, sheaudibly complainedo her friends. Whenihquiredabout her reluctance, she revealed a lack of
confidence in her artistic ability and was afraid her peers would make fun of h&a@rtpassion and

supporttransformed our story that day. A lack of understandingadlescent learne® Ay & SOdzNRA G A S &

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 develogfe | £ £ & S & & Sy Gokll & S RNAGKKAGE Rike2 20R
YR KIFa 0SSy AY¥BHBRROKYf RKE2REYyEyaduSIR 61 FARGZ W
is not only warranted but should be prioritized.
I acknowledge my limitations and biases when engaigitigis research topic, as | look at the
issues surrounding middiechool 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 necessagyatsurccessful
intermediate teacher. The shift to teachiade 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 studentStudents in Gradesand 8experiencing 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 engagementThe level of attention, participation, and emotional and cognitive
investment students demonstrate in learning
Selfefficacy{ G dzZRSY 1aQ 06StASFT Ay GKSANI IoAfAGE G2 &dzO¢
goals.

Pedagogical approache3eaching methods and strategies used to support student learning
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Age of TechnologyA modernperiod, characterized by widespread and constant access to
digital devices and online platfornthat significantly shapelsow adolescentcommunicate, 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 baractersused in this thesis to represestudents experiencing
the complexity and developmental experiences of middle school learners.
Conclusion

Educational Leadership and system transformation requires courtigeability to do
something that is frightening. Teachindolescentdgrightens me in 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, | explored my connection to this topic from the perspectives
of a caring mdter, an educator who teaches unconditionally, and an aspiring leader who values equity. |
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.| Téhemtified the problem of
declining participation in learning in the middle years and highlighted key areas for further
consideration. Next, | examined the role of educational leaders in mitigating the risk of staff attrition and
responding to the rediies of student, parent, and teacher discontent. In conclusion, | 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 edudattisvethe attention of their

students.
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into the unknown. While it is yet to be seen if | have what it takesotasistentlyengageadolescent
students in learning, | will step into the role prepared with relevant research and the support of leaders.
To inspire others in this endeavquwill create a professional development tool, in the form of a
picture book, that can inspire action. | strive to guide my future students in appreciating their own
strengths and passions while assuring them that | have confidence in their capaltilisgeay position
that teachers can design developmentally responsive practices and create dynamic learning

SY@ANRYYSyila ¢KSedfifacyraiizhigdganiebtyhive.Q a St ¥
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Chapter2 ¢ 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 shageestioned, and reimagined. When | was a
little girl, my mom and | wandered and explored the quiet aisles of the library weekly, selecting titles

t hat caught my curious eye. These routine visits
experience thanurtured 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 liyesrimals,

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 asstory, 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
asa 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 r@s# 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 engageimdatirning declines (Anderson et
al., 2019; Raufelder & Kulakdw HnH MO ® ¢KAa Aad FdzNIKSNJ O2YLJ AOFGSR

a20A1Lt YSRAL |

Q)¢
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G§SOKy2t2383xQ ¢gKSNB avz2ad (SSya dz
2yt AYS lfyzald O2yaidlydGfteéd oCFEPBSNA2IT HAHNIT LId o0 d
While growing from childhood into adulthood, young adolescents undergo substantial physical,

cognitive, and social changes that can lead to complicated behaaftersmisunderstood as defiance

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

FNHZAGNF A2y NBadzZ 6a Ay fSIENYyAy3a SYy@ANRBYyYSyida GKIG
K2t Sa¢ 6D22 0WSR SA A n/inyys] Ay ODAHAMNE LI o0X 2N GKS 4.

(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 gradevels, and that harmful middle grade experiences contribute to increased
high school droput rates. The severe consequences for teachers and students stem from an ill match
0SG6SSYy YARRES a0K22f (SIFOKSNBEQ LINGKefeh20Handy R I R2 €
signal a pressing need for leaders to actively work to counter these trends.

Having witnessed Grade 7 teacher attrition within my own context, | recognize that
preparedness is key in stepping up to the task of teaching adolescent learners. My new understandings
will inform my practice as | transition from a primary class to teag@ade 7 in the upcoming school
year. The purpose of this inquiry is to develop a repertoire of resesupported, developmentally
responsive strategies for engaging adolescent learners and to share these with educators through a
creative medium, with theim of mitigatingthe perceived dysfunction of the middle school years
referredtoastheéra @ KSY Ay (GKS aARRtS¢ o0,S01Ss wnnpx I a OA
Overview of the Field

The Association for Middle Level Education (AMLE) is an international organization that offers a
researchbased framework to empower educators in successfully teaching middle sapedistudents.
I SYGaNrt G2 AdGa 0SSt ASTadlestets desetvéian Bd0dationithagiy’ @D £ dzSa
NEBALRYyaA@dSs OKFffSyaaAy3as SYLRSNAYy3IS Slidaadlof Sz |
2024). The literature | reviewed supports the foundational beliefs heldMiE | 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 | can undestand 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, | believe that engaging atlstalents in ongoing
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cycles of qualitative appreciative inquifgriest et al., 2013will help facilitate their own understanding
of their distinct learning needs and will make them active participants in confronting the problem of
adolescent disengagement.

I OSYyidNIf F2dzyRIGA2Yy Ay Yeé LISRIF3Iz23I& A& GKS CAN
supportsthewelo SAy3 2F (GKS aSt¥ IyR GKS flFyRXZ GKS &LANRIG
reviewing the selected literature, the main areas of focus =testly 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 practie that includes technology, nature, and play while supporting the development of the
core competencies outlined in the revised British Columbl2 Kurriculum. The topic of adolescent
Sy3arasSySyid FfAa3aya ¢Sttt 6AlGK . pakidulary Wher icconimyiothd Q4 SR
AYGSANIr A2y 2F LYRAISYy2dza tS2LX SaQ (1y2¢f SRAST LISN

Across thaeviewedliterature, student sekefficacyori KS 0 St AST Ay 2y SQa | oAt
highlighted as a critical pillar to academic success in the middle grades. As | explore each theme in more
depth, I will emphasize how it relates to nourishing this-effitacy in adolescent learners. Helping
students recognize their potential is a core value in my educational philosophy and | befignng
selfefficacyin middle-school studentdegins with teachescommunicating 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
(Rosentha& Jacobson, 1968). Contrary to focusing on the problem, including the attitudes and
behaviourghat 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 acitgsguality learning experiences and teacher



Storying Middle Years Engagement 15

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.
BackgroundLiterature 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 lifeldearning 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 ofdeclining engagement in adolescents existed well before the digital era. Additionally, |
recognized that while there are legitimate concerns about the effects of problem technology use on
adolescent motivation to learn, the existent research also emphagtze importance of using
technology as a timely and effective means to engage middle years leaBzmpésdanyingeaet al.,
2022; Shapley et al., 2012; Steinberg & McCray, 2012). Finally, | 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 litenat 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 studeatsroad task that calls for
teachers to consider several developmental influences that affect engagement in ledrh@literature

highlights the interconnected nature of adolescent cognitive growth, evolving peer relationships, and
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al., 2019; Caldarella et a001;Jansen & Kiefer, 2020; Raufelder & Kulakow, 2@dmne 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 mpsiverful resource educators hold is an appreciative mindset and
dzy 6 GSNRAY3I O2YYAUYSyld G2 adNBy3IdKSYy YARRES aoOKz2f
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 thinkindansen 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 emotionabilitgtan young
adolescents and educators need to understand this to best support their leaiffeedearningelated
thinking skills that develop at a slower pace include probsetving, planning and organization,
memory, and controlLiterature on cognitive development reveals that middle school learners perceive
a strong need for autonomy and contréducators can support students in becoming-déakcted
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 studentsttice anddevelop 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 heighéned emotional sensitivity.
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socially they yearn for acceptance and belonging (Caskyf&aA2007; Jansen & Kiefer, 2020). As
children grow into adolescents, their social context becomes more significant which can impact their
levels of motivation both positively and negativaliddle school students have a strong urge to fit in
and to be connected to social groupsy’ G KSANJ 820ALf O2y GSEGZ at SSNJ I LI
&4 FRdzZ G FLILINRGIE RSONBIF&aSa Ay AYLERNIIyOSeé o{OIfS
this need for peefacceptance, teachers can proactively create learning environmbatsoffer social
learning opportunities for their students.

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

/' ERFNBEEF Sa I f ®ceiperinenmistady, whighyodusdll doRsdhgol climate dad & A

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

such as anxiety and depression occur more freglyeintmiddle 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 (Andersonlgt219; 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 sedfficacy and consequently motivation (Raufelder & Kulakow
2021).Collaborative, interesd 8 SR OdzNA2aAde& LINR2SOGa Ol y &adzLll2 NI
development by incorporating eoreated criteria, project timelines, and peer feedback. For example,

Gt N22SO0 ! NOIFRS¢ Sy 3l IS aefiding, daitl Shovicasing ayplayriSeigan®ey A y 33 0
through a projectbased 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
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teaching developmentally responsive skills (Anderson et al., 2019; Casky & RofafaJansen &
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 supgte 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(Bifsenthal &
Jacobson, 1968Where 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, 2028 Kulakow, 2021)he strategies for
developingseNB 3dzf G SR  SFNYyAy3I aiAatta AyOtdzZRSY al aarada
schoolwork, support evaluating schoolwork, support emotional regulation, support motivation and
engagement, and harness peer influence torpote decisiorY  { Ay 3¢ O6WFyaSy g YASTSN
Additional ways to meet growth needs is to offer choices, challenges, andetetinination in learning.
Opportunities to make decisions and to give input strengthens intrinsic motivation in middle school
learners Scaffolded, multimodal, inquirgased projects provide many opportunities to grow these
competencies.

I NBFGAYy3 I ReylFYAO tSIFENYyAy3a SYy@ANRYYSyld 2NE LR

2) is a pathway to meet the social needs of adolescents (Casky & Anfara, 2007; Raufelder & Kulakow,
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adaptive risk behaviors such as seeking out new experiences, making&amdd from) mistakes, and

SESNODA&AY 3T Ldzi2zy2Yeéd OWHyaSy s YASTFSNE Hanwns LI H

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

creating behaviounorms, teaching, appreciating, and reinforcing positive behaviours, establishing

studentdirected learning spaces, and celebrating diversity and includiemdventurous outdoor

scavenger hunt that fosters teamwork, trust, and probleatving is one example of a learning activity

that promotes a positive school climate. Enlisting m@ili OSSR ad N} 6S3ASa (G2 YSSi

and social needs is tHeundation for nurturing selefficacy and engagement in middle school learners.
Educators in middle schools need to be responsive to the accelerated and intricate brain growth

SELISNASYOSR o0& GKSANI I R2tS&a0Syid aiddzRSyida (2 ydzNIdz

teachers] must value adolescents and be preparedtotéaéhS Yé¢ O WF yaSy 3 Y-ASTSNE H

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 learimg 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.

¢KS a! 38 2F ¢SOKy2f238é YR LYLXAOFGAZYAa 2y [ SINY
Technology is a potent and naregotiable part of the world of adolescent learners in and

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

0§SOKy2t 238 dza$S T2 dzgW%qidpdrtiuging the/iiEINYISE IRTIFAT@8SYLI ISNA

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
GLINROE SY (1 SOKY 2Kahdndya etizh, 2622, p. R)lwhenlasaeksing the impact on
engagement. The literary works included substantiate thetosthat technology is not only a valuable
but imperative engagement tool for #kentury middle grade students, and teachers need to know how
to implement technology meaningfully (Shapley et al., 2012; Steinberg & McCray, 2012). Technology can
do botht make or break engagemerithe literature highlights both the challenges and opportunities
associated with adolescent technology use, emphasizing the role of purposeful technology integration in
fostering middle school student engagemeAs the role of technology is discussed,-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. Succedsful midd
a0K22f SRdzOFi2NBR ySSR (2 0SS IgFNB 2F GKS RSGNRYSY
developing brains while at the same time embracing it as an indispensable means to foster engagement
in responsible and forwarthinking educational peayogy.

In an educational setting there are several ways that excessive technology use can negatively
impact performance, connectedness, and engagement in leatningt ¢ SOKy 2f 238 dzaS KI & ¢
most common leisurél A YS | OGAGAGE F2NJ YIye |R2tSalOSyida | NBdzy
Sampas&anyinga et al., 2022, p. 1). When adolescents exceed recommended screen time limits and
their technology use ragtes functioning in other areas of life, it is considered problem@tie 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 perfornvéhite 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 thattedterology 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 (Samgéaayingaet al., 2022). Problem technology
use in adolescents is linked to less involvement and achievement in sélsademic achievement,
connectedness to the learning environment, and ®élfcacy in learning are all factors in middle school
engagement that interact closely with one another. In the age of technologyimentional and
excessive technology use in amdgtside of school, that prevents adolescents from prioritizing other
endeavoursresponsibilities, 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 deWBampas&anyinga et al.,
2022; Shapley et al., 2012; Steinberg & McCray, 2012). Steinberg and McCray (2012), in their qualitative
focus group studyd dzY Y NAT S +F R2t Sa0Sy (i AyLdzi SELINB&aaAy3d (KL
a0K22t aSiadAy3aa Aa OASESR I a 0O02YY2y aSyasS o0& (KAa
literature explains that due to the vast amount of time that students spesidgitechnology outside of
30K22f s GKSANI af SENYyAy3 aGefsSas adNBy3adkas FyR LN
2012, p. 1) have evolved over time, and teaching practice needs to be responsive to this. Eloange
example sinceteenagers 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.



Storying Middle Years Engagement 22

Subject to teacher attitude and comfort level, technology can unlock the potential of a wide
GENRSGe 2F tSIENYyAy3a SELISNASyOSa (KFiG adamRBlyia ¢2dz
problems, current and authentic informational resourcestudl tours of remote locations, simulations
2F O2yOSLJiasx 2NJAYGSNI OlGAz2ya sAGK LINF OGAOAYy3 SELIS
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, seldirected learning, organizational strategies, and digital skills (Samf@asginga et al.,

2022; Steinberg & McCray, 2012). Because this generation of middle school learners has developed
exceptional literacy using technology, its integratinto learning can help students to feel capable and
confident. The evidence is compelling that technology is a present and fatimeted 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 adolescentsdspa screens at home.

Technology use in the classroom should be learning and curriculum focused (Safapgs®yeet al.,

2022; Shapley et al., 2012) rather than an-&ador for entertainment. Educators can extract the

positive aspects by setting boundaries and balancing instruction to manage screen time apprapriately
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,tand sufficient technology repair help
Finally, teacher attitudes play a significant role in bringing technology into the classroom (Steinberg &
aO/ N} 83X HAMHO D |y S RefitatyfosiERed mawby affdcyid SHwodheteS T

rapid technological advancements are often oveelvhing. Teachers can learn alongside their students,
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modeling safe online behavioyrgetting 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 meanbanriar 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 &ffleregagement in learningresearch
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 adlescent developmental and social needs and to strengtherefidficy in middle
a0K22f €SFNYSNBT GKSNBT2NBI awSRdzOF G2NE6 ¢g2dz R 0S
navigation of the various forms of technology tiaS I N S N& | O & é&Ciay, 2043, i3.A y 0 S NH
While leaders in educational settings justly raise concerns about the way devices absorb the attention of
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G§SOKy 2t 238 Qa tuikmsSn\etuiationsd gpaoktumities 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 ledaitiy
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 mag éxactly what adolescents are missing out on to develop the

cognitive and social milestones offered by this growth phase (Conklin, 2014; Gray, T2t liferature
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fostering engagement and supporting their developmental and social négfdsing nature and play
into middle school learning routines, offers powerful opportunities to nourisheféifacy in students
that a traditional classroom environment cannot provide (Fang et al., 2012). It is critical that educators
consider harnessinthese 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
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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. Yeinstructured 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). Cqakli#)explains that the absence of opportunities
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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 irethiesv, 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 coesequently declining engagement in learniiipe 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 adulth@eadng et al., 2021). These competencies
include problem solving, communication, decisimaking, 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, decisioty {1 Ay 33X YR 2NBHIYATIFGA2Y oWIHyaSy 3 YASTSNE
for autonomy and control (Anderson et al., 2019; Casky & Anfara, 2007; Raufelder & Kulakow, 2021).
Experiential outdoor learning can offer authentic opportunities for edasato achieve both objectives
more effectively tharwithin traditional teacherled classrooms (Fang et al., 2024 )netaanalysis of
studies examining the impact of outdoor education programs on adolescereffiekicy found that
these programs had a positive effethe 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 decisioAfter successfully completing the challenges offered by outdoor
SRAzOF GA2y £ LINRBINI YAaS GLI NOGAOALI yiGa NESFIEOIR GeldéNIAEL
5). SeHefficacy and control are both ingredients in perseagency and increased gigipation 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 soceotional skills in the elementd® & S NEX a0 KS LINAY OA LI



Storying Middle Years Engagement 26

use of play in early childhood settings are rarely taken up or discussed in relation to teaching past the
St SYSyiGl NE &SI NRBRé 0/ 2y tdifegter, intrinsicallyzmotivsted vandiofersC NB S LIt
emotional rewards (Gray, 2011). When obsegvstudents absorbed in unstructured play they are
naturally engaging in conversation with their friends, making decisions, imagining different realities, and
SELX 2NAYy3I GKSANI AyGSNBadlad ¢KSasS I OGA2ynaintheNBd 2 NA |
BC curriculum as the Core Competen¢@svernment of British Columbin,d.) that support the
development of lifelong 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, 20Alfew examples of the many benefits that free
play has on engagement include sedfulation in decisiommaking, building soci@motional capacity,
learning to compromise, building social relationships, and feelingjéya LJA G S LJ F @ Qa OF LI OA
build many of the competencies that adolescents need to thrive, there is a stig@igpetuated by
learners and educators alikeli K & YARRE S aA0K22ft {(d¥etNgsHHendraldd ¢ ( 2 2
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 joywhich are all valuable ingredients in building what adolescents need to confidently engage in
learning The First Peoples Principles of Learf/R§ESC, 2008jticulate values that Indigenous elders,
KnowledgeKeepers, and scholars consider essential to holistic learning experiences. The essence of the
First Peoples Principles of Learnisgeflected 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
S LIA RS Wat@e Defi€itDk & 2 NRSNE O6[ 2dz80> wnndp0v YR NBESANBR I R2
connect to learning in traditionally designed educational environments. CofKlikv)alerts that,
GRSALIAGS GUKS SOARSYOS 2F GKS LRGSyuGAlrfte LI2éSNFdIA
FANBSYSyG GKIFIG LXFeées FyR 22@8 KIFI@S 0SSy SNRRSR Ay
(p- 9). As our industrial society ha&rhaps 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 ke€ tagh 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 remasrdifficult to gauge
whether reliable longitudinal studies will be effective in keepingnith the aftermath of rapidly
advancing and attentiowliverting technology. While there is an abundance of pestiewed research
about the unique neurological developments in adolescents, its relevance is questionable given that the
decline in outdoor experigces 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 developmadmeésearch 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 | 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
G§SFOKSNE (2 WwWodz2 AyQ (G2 OKIy3IS GKSANI LISNELISOGAB®SaA
educators help middle school students become more @anartheir 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 resedateducators, middle school
students, and parentdp helpto 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 mytholbg
the PygmaliorEfect (Rosenthal & Jacobson, 1968mindingme that how | view and value adolescent
learners may be the driving catalyst in transforming their middle school environments into captivating,
responsive, and learnarentered spaces.
Conclusion

Teaching adolescents is a demanding task; however, these challenges also present
opportunities.Educational leaderseed tochallenge the status quo of current approaches to middle

d0K22f SRdzOIF GA2Yy YR aSATS aiKS 2LILRNIdzyAGASaE F2N
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2014, p. 3). The decline in engagement in middle school learners is measamdhtee 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. Firsie fiterature highlights that middle school educators must be

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

social needs and then fideine responsive perspectives and their practices accordingly (Aodest 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 ad@asstudents (Sampadsanyingeet 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 natarand 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 allleaacto

7 A

the same critical pillar for adolescent engagentegt2 dzZN&A & KAy 3 K 0StAST Ay 2yS
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Chapter 3¢ Design Process and Rationale
Vignette

| was aGrade 1Englishlanguagearts student when | 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 avyé k cthoddybrequesedthat thé maineharadterbéai s t .

little witch who was also a student iBrade Two. The final product titted7headventures of Wizzyhe

little witchwas abouta student with magical powers, stuatomingup with ideas for a social studies

project The little witchthen explored the world on her broom and impressed her friends and teacher

with the knowledge she had gained from her travels. The maggcamereal as | placed the finished
picture book into my olittle budugogndichakbends. | wa
imagination grow as we sat together, immersing ourselves in the world of a fictional character

encountering the lived expernees of real children. In that moment, | realized that stories do not simply
entertain. They build connections, help us relate, and make us brate. mother of this student, who |
coincdentally met years later as my brothein-l a wd s n, @ld géttiabherrdaughter

remembered the story | had writtefor heras her favourite picture book. For the project part of this

thesis, my vision is to integrate the appeal of story with evidehce s ed research to sparl
imagination and encourage consideration of new possibilities. By presenting the reseachoag, the

goal isfor educators tosee themselves as capable individuals who can refie@nd conquer the

challenges of middyears education to transform the experiencesladir adolescent learners.

Introduction: A Sophisticated Picture Book as an Educational Tool and a Call for Action

Awide range of research highlights the influential roles educatorstplayeat learning
environmentswhere adolescent engagement can thrig&nderson et al., 2019; Casky & Anfara, 2007;
Jansen & Kiefer, 2020; Raufelder & Kulakow, 2@4gerts 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, 208Riple studies suggest that
educators are unpreparei meetthe developmental needs of middkged learners, have a limited
understanding of the impact of technology on adolescent engagerf@arnpas&anyinga et al., 2022;
Shapley et al., 2012; Steinberg & McCray, 2042) underestimate the urgency of exposing youth to
play and the outdoor¢Conklin, 2014; Fang et al., 2021; Gray, 20Chapter 2 identified several
strategies relevant to my inquiry into engaging midgéars leaners in rural BC communities,
specifically in the age of technology and while addressing growing developmental hiauds.

synthesizedhese strategies and storied them irp&cture book titledTo see aniddle Muddle: A lesson
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in believingGauer, 2026}t K NP dz3 K (i K Smiddléia2dXER {25Fa MK S aY S LIK2 NJ F 2 NJ
learners, the book raises awareness about the measurable decline in adolescent engagement and self
beliefandsubstantiates a call faeflection andactionthat isintended to appeal t@ broad readership.

This chapter begins with descriptionofi KS LINP 2SO0 Qa RSaA3IYy YR 2O0SN
provide reviewed justification for selecting a picture book as a pathway to communicate research
effectively to a target audience. Nexiwill addresshe ethical considerations that helped to shape and
guide the creation of the picture book. Furthermore, | will outline ¢heativeprocess, including the
steps taken tadevelopthis educational tool. Finally, | 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 engagihgahrfer transforming
research into meaningful practice in middtears education.
ProjectOverview andDescription

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
titted To see aniddle Muddle: A lesson in believiridiroughout the thirtytwo-page story, the tale ofra
adolescenstudent experiencing a sense of uncertainty, will guide readers through the urgency of this
G2LIAOY 1Se& NBaSINDK:>I | ywWRRRKS adRRBRtLIS {8 NRBSRBSARY
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 involvemeaffirms that adolescents possess immense capacity
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Thisproject is tailored to educators and leaders in education who work with migeéas
learnersandaudiences beyond the educational context, including adolesc&iptsee a middle Muddle:
A lesson in believirtgghlights 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 fardtudnd teachers.
Additionally, the picture book features the three themes identfie 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 ctsroomsAt the core of its philosophy, the Association for Middésrel
Educatiorbelieves that every adolescent has the right to an education that is fair, supportive,
stimulating, inclusive, and actively involves them in the learning proée@dkE2024). My project is
designed taeflect 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 includeui#ishing and distributing
the text on a smaller scale. This may involve distributioniwithe 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
sclools. These approaches aim to ensure the resource contributes meaningfully to professional learning
communities, regardless of future publication plabdtimately, the goal is to place this resource in the
hands of educators and others who can use its message to suppolgscens.
Justification for the Project

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

among middle school teachers and the lelegm consequences of harmful middle grade experiences.
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These findings directly inform the lens of this projedbich emphasizes the urgency of understanding
and addressing adolescent learn@iseds. Whamakes a picture book an effective educational tool in
GKAAd SYRSI@2NK a¢KS FIFOG 2F aid2NRdSttAy3a KAyda I
AYLISNFSOGA2Yyd 2 KSNBE GKSNBE A& LISNFSOGA2Y GKSNBE Aa
acknowledgd that teaching adolescents is complex on the best day and the stdveag middle school
experiencesieed 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. Irmo see aniddle Muddle: A lesson in believimgetaphor is used to describe the barriers to
adolescentengagementnd the difficultieseducatorsfacein maintainingan optimistic view of their
students and themselvesiughes, Oliveiraand Bickford(2022)explain that stories are a means to
evoke empathy and nurture connections between the audience and the experience of the characters
GKFG AYLI OG GKS fSEFENYySNIt2y3 FFAISNI GKS yIFNNIGADS
development highligts a stage of heightened emotional sensitivity that can lead to challenging
behaviour (Jansen & Kiefer, 2020). Jansen and Kiggee that educators must understand this
developmental stage and its associated lack ofe#itacy to better support their students. Mira
meaning admirable and wonderfulandthe name of theprotagonist 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 (Lahaiyr2019).

Conklin (2014hotes 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

AffdzaGNI S8 GKS SELISNASYyOS&a 27T hetidthatadgterwhd | OKSNE a N.
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contemplates a change in assignment while struggling to maintain composure in response to difficult
student behaviors. Middkgears teachers reading this story are meant to see themselves reflected in
aNXpP az2NBAFyQa 22dz2NySe | atzS FaNJLISTRE IRIFAIOF T 60 2R IWATS ALIKN
(Landrumet 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, longasting, and heartfelt educational experiendée 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 wiltingee amiddle
Muddle: A lesson in believiggntly guides educators in considering strengths and stretches in their
LISRI 3238 2KAES YIye LINRPFSaaAzzylf NBazdsSa | NB R
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 adsnt perspective (Daly & Blaken®yilliams, 2015).
¢ KNP dzZa K 2 dzli (0 KA R/R {NINJT alidkRZRSEZS €0 KISNPGG | 32y A a4G aANF RNI 42
experience of disconnect and selfubt. Adolescent insecurity and withdrawal often results in
behavioursn classrooms that are misunderstood by teachers as oppositional or disrespectful (Jansen &
Kiefer, 2020). The book invites educators to consider their responses in stigdehter interactions
from a different viewpoint and to consequently experimenthwitew 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 characteristieffective teacher learning. The author states
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that professional development must be supportive,j@imbedded, collaborative, ongoing, and have
instructional focus (Hunzicke?011). This storybook is supportive as it addresses the needs of both
teachers and learners at a specific grade level. It i®jobedded as it narrates ddg-day
responsibilities and conflicts in school environments. Furthermboesee aniddle Muddle: A lesson in

believingis a collaborative tool as it seeks to engage teacher metacognition to initiate difficult
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opportunities for implementation. Lastly, this narrative has mstriuctional focus by offering specifically
researched strategies that support student learning across the curricular areas in +yédatte
Of F aaNRB2Y® G¢KS ySg LI NIFRAIY F2NJ LINPFSaarzylt RSO
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as cited in Borket al,, 2010, p. 548)To see aniddle Muddle: A lesson in believiisga creative and nen
traditional learning tool for teachers that nurtures sdifected 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 thinkiagahescent 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 éarning theory through picture books for several reaséiture 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 mst essential learning content (Meyerson, 2006). There are additional reasons
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at2Neo221a INB GlfddotS yR O2y@SyASyd G22ta F2NJ
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explains that picture books engage readers &isuthrough 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
R2yiSyiz aa2yY$8S LAOGAINE o6221a FNB Y2NB O02YLX SEX OKI
FGa F 3t y0Sé o6 umOd ¢KS &aid2NB 2F aANl FyR KSNJ
considerations making it an engaging resource to lspaganingful 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#pwn directive aproach. There is a magadout
AYYSNBAY3I 2ySaStF Ay az2yvyS2yS StasSqQa adGd2NERzI SYLI GK
4SSAy3 2ySQa 26y SELSNASYyOSa NBTFfSOGSR FYyR Gl fARI
invite, rather than demandand to steeraway from traditional, and at times ineffective, delivery aimed
at inspiring professional learning communiti€ontraryto 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 ageBuildingteacher seHefficacy is essential to improving the middle school
experience for adolescent learners, and | have demonstrated Tmaee aniddle Muddle: A lesson in
believingcan 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, | 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 atcdaver 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 consideredreation of knowledge.

The Research Ethics Board informed me that permission from my school district will be required
to invite students to help careate my picture book. The school district voiced initial concerns with
students contributing to a project that could potentiallg published for profit. | was asked to provide a
full write-up on my project describing my intentions, how | would involve students in it, and evidence
that my project is exempt from Research Ethics Board approval. | also drafted permission forms and an
attached cover letter to send to parents of students interesie 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. Cecreators would benefit in several waygluding the opportunity to showcase their
creativity, contribute to a creative communitywilding 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 se#flection on emotionally taxing situations, it is essential that language is

chosen carefully and with strong ethical consideratibhis is particularly important given the



Storying Middle Years Engagement 38

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 ammdtill 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
ensurig 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
a02NE 6SNBP NERRtVYSRaFWREBRHB: adRRGSadé ! f K2dzZAK y 2
the original term, as the idea was one of funny and friendly monsters, it became clear that using the
G2NR aY2yaidSNE (G2 NBLINBaSyd o020K addzRSyida FyR (St
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ethical name, relaying the messiness, energy, and complexity that often accompany teaching and
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character illustations | had envisioned from theutset 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 | 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 imityg 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 DevelopmentProcess

In this section, | 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 designingidecator Survival Guide.
To see amiddle Muddle: A lesson in believiisga multidimensional 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 tiflecsee aniddle Monster: A
lesson in believinghat captured the chaos of teaching middle years students in a humorous, poetic,
and lighthearted manner. In this early concept, the complexities remained largely at the surface level,
GAGK GKS ITAY 2F f2¢6SNRAY3I NBI R Eused ¢hSeprésyniing the (i K NB dz3
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 spedif characters that readers could come to know.

| enjoyed the privilege of meeting Dr. khyinn Winters, who is the author of multiple published
OKAf RNByQa 62214z I RNIYF (S8SFOKSNE FYyR F NB&ASI NDOK
she provided direct and professional advice that ledtmeeconsider the design of the booW/inters
(personal communication, October 14, 2026) offered three key recommendations: to avoid creating a

rhyming book as they anmgot often considered for publishing, to consider a thittyo-page
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sophisticated picture book format that would appeal to publistemnd 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 sophsticated 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 Kafi @ Yy Q& & dzLJLJ2 NI $ yaR(G 2 NEAAEIR (AR K &2AWERES NBKE 6
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Development of Characters, Plot, and lllustrations

Before beginning the plot development process, | 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 andhéadted nature beneath her outwardly
unbecoming behavio®p ¢ KS yIYS aiAftSa a2NHIYS aANlIQa G§SIFOKSNE
GANI OA2dza¢ YR aaliNRy3az¢ NBTFESOGAYy3a GKS OKF NIF Ol SN
navigating the challenges of teaching adolescents. | included both younger and aklens®f 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 ptesan have significant negative effects on future educational
experiences.

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

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

explains that alliteration is an effective writing technique as it enhatteestory with poetic and
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achieve this objective. Given the persistent challenges of the middle years, it was my visiesetot p

the charactersas slightly chaotic and challenging, yet ultimately lovable.

Figure 1.

Character Profile Summary

Character Profile Summary
To See A Middle Muddle: A Lesson in Believing

Miles Morgan (Mr. Morgan/younger Miles)

. Caring teacher but often doubts himself in difficult moments

. Wants students to succeed

. Tries to connect with students emotionally in challenging moments

Mira Middleton

e Smart and capable but emotionally reactive when stressed or hurt

. Deep struggles with confidence, friendships, and wanting to feel accepted
Mrs. Marigold

. Calm, patient teacher who stays steady during student outbursts

. Strong believer in empathy, small steps, and supports students through struggles|
. Nurtures self-efficacy in students

Ms. Mabel (Principal)

. Fair and balanced leader who tries to understand both sides of conflict

. Focuses on growth, reflection, and long-term student-teacher development
. Nurtures self-efficacy in teachers

Mathilda

. Socially confident student who seeks attention through teasing or humour
. Gets influenced by peer group behaviour and doesn’t consider impact

Maxwell Morrison

. Frustrated student who struggles with confidence in academic work

. Learns best when activities are hands-on, fun, or outside the classroom
Mira’s Mom

. Warm and emotionally supportive, helps Mira open up about her feelings
. Encourages communication and consistently believes in Mira’s abilities
Mira’s Dad

. Calm, practical, and grounding presence at home

. Helps Mira problem-solve while encouraging responsibility and perspective
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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 refletfiolfowed the plot
development sequence proposed by Wintared includedhe key considerations identified in my
literature review.Thetwo main characters, Mira, a student, and Mr. Morgan, her teacher, navigate a
day in a Grade 7 classroom that explores themes of disengagemerdpsélf, and dysregulationThe
story beginsvith an immediate conflictheforea series of events gradually escaldteally leading ta
KSFGSR SEOKI y3S Thibugh r&flBcticn,ieBcbliBageinent)dnd néw perBpectives, the
narrative resolves with a growth mindset, strengthened relationships, and fosteringffiecy in

others, ending on a hopeful noteused a plot diagram template (see Figure 2)lam 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 thirtytwo-page format, in alignment with common publishing standards as per Witers
suggestior(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 compgl@tiadolescence, by highlighting
the challenges, messiness, and quirks of young students, whileralgbasizingheir potential,
humour, and likeability. These are thyaalitiesthat educators must recognize to provide meaningful
support. | used théd0-Page selended picture book thumbnail templaisee Figure 3) to organize the
sequence of events and outline a sketch of the potential illustratibhss helped méo visualize how
the text and illustration would interact on each page.

After completing the initial character planning, story mapping, and visual page layout, | wrote
the story over the course of a monthhe writing process flowed smoothly, as #densive pre
planning stages, relevant literature, and my experience teaching adolescents pravigea starting
point to develop an engaging narrativie reviewing the first draft of the storjne with my thesis
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Drawing and illustrating are not strengths of mine, so | began to think about how to approach
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potential and nurture engagement, | chose to invite adolesadmdents to help with illustrating the

book. Students participated bgreatingcharacterfiguresand backdrop=f key scenes with guided

support. The decision to include studentsflects the message of the story and the reseascid

creates opportunities for collaboration and meaningful relationship builgiith middle school students

involved in the project creation.
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Figure 3

40-Pageselfended picture book thumbnail template (interior illus)

40 page self-ended picture book thumbnail template (interior illus)
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Booklllustrating 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, | considered how to involve students intentilyndt was important to me that
participation was voluntary and not required as part of their classroom experience. This was managed
by offeringanoph y 2 LILI2 Nl dzy A 1@ (KNR AzAR OGN G2t/ dy G NB ¢ a KE2 R ?
school hours. | 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
coordnate a group of twelve illustrators while maintaining visual consistency across the book, |
developed an approach where students crafted characters that were then placed onto individually
RN} gy oF Ol INRdzyRa® ¢KS ONIF TiAKWS =2RFdabiiepanefterR Rt S¢ O
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 autang. 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, meanimgjful, a
rewarding aspects of the experience.
Educator Survival Guide

The storyTo see aniddle Muddle: A lesson in believisgccessfully captures the complexities
and opportunities of middle years educatiamile 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 affeinstructional focus
(Hunzicker, 201), and while strategies are implicitly embedded throughout the story, explicitly
ARSYUGATFeAYy3d (GKSY SyKFryOSa (GKS OfFNARGE YR AYLI Od
DdzA RS ¢ G2 O 2 YyioaNdSwninaridekhSiteratureréégarch findingsThe 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 o see aniddle Muddle: A lesson in believimgludes two pages at the end
that serve as an educator professional development guide. Based on recommendations from Dr. Wager,
| selected what | considered the most important learning from the picture book to be included, while
also providing freeaccds 2 GKS Fdzf f G 9RdzOl G2NJ { dzNBDA DI f DdzA RS
Mr. Morgan places strong emphasis on building trusting pedagogical relationships. To best complement
the narrative, the shortened version of the guide focuses on understaridangevelopmental 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 fosupporting accessible, widespread professional growth in educators.

Targeted Audience

The primary target audience for this projeminsists obducators and educational leaders
working with middleyears 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 vih adolescets. While supporting professional educators of young adolescent



Storying Middle Years Engagement 47

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 had to engage witlthe supportthey offer. This
picture book is therefore also designed witbungadolescents in mind

Adolescenbehaviours are frequently scrutinized and criticizedggestinghere is still aneed
for deeper understanding and greater compassionstodents At the same time, it is important to
acknowledge the challenges that emotionally dysregulated adolescents can presadufts 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 intendedlfeerae
audience is a challenging and rewardergieavour. This chapter has outlined the design, development,
and purpose of the picture bodko see aniddle Muddle: A lesson in believirigexplored 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 comhation of narrative, student collaboration, and a practical educator guide
havethe capacity to translate document analysis research into transformative and accessible practice.
[Fadftesr GKAA OKFLIISNI LINBaSYidSR | Of SIFNJ dzyRSNER G yR
the critical natureof disengagement warrants the need to reach a wide audiefoesee aniddle
Muddle: A lesson in believingtiates 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 learntwensirture sustained engagement in

middle years classrooms.
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Chapter 4¢ The ProjecProduct
Vignette

| have wanted to be a teacher for as long as | can remember. When | was little, | used to line up my
stuffed animal collection on the floor and teach them numeracy skills, geography, readimywriting.
Most of the time, though, | would read themicture books. It was a natural concept for me to connect
stoiybooks and educationWhenl began my journey as a professional educator, picture books
followed me into the classroom. In my third year as a classroom teacher, | taught in a class with an
unusual dynamic otomplexneeds, ranging fronsevereacademic challenges tdifficult behaviour
struggles. When the dayecamechaoticenoughthat it felt almost beyond rescue, | 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. |
came to rely on them for teaching and conel through the school and public librégsfor hours to find
authentic matches to curriculum content. | used them to weave narrative across subject areas and
across generations. | relied on them to introduce difficult subject matter and to evoke empathy and
understanding in ways conventional lesgalans often cannot.

In my elementary classrooms, stories are bridges between learners and themselves, each other, and the
world around them. | witnessed how narrative softens resistance, sparks wonder, and opens space for
understanding. Whendtartedto contemplate how | 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 pmbkréelt

like an organic way for me to share my learning. And here it was: the birth of the ided@fee a

middle Muddle.: Alesson itbelieving which will be introduced in this fourth chapter of my thesis.

Introduction

| believe that systemic transformational changes in education can be achieved through an
appreciative inquiry approacdfPriest et al., 2013which involves recognizing and building on what is
working well while collaboratively striving towards finding solutions for areas of challenge. | propose
that a similar approach can be used in a middle school classroom. | argue that when educatarzeecog
their own potential and intentionally seek the strengths of their adolescent learners, they can foster the
selfefficacy necessary for students to actively engage in learfiilmg. picturebook encourages readers
G2 I OGA@Ste y20A0S I yR aydlintlesetidiffers @ie@ivee Ay 2y S | y2
considerations for future classroom practidée narrativecalls on educators tavork through conflicts
with studentsin a patient, informed, and relationshijpcused way. Chapter 4 inclusle short summary
of To See aniddle Muddle: A Lesson in Believ{@auer, 2026)the entirety of the picture book, anal

summary2 ¥ G0 KS G 9RdzOlI i€ NJ { dzZNIDA @+ f DdzA RS
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Picture Book Summary

In this fictional narrativetitled To see aniddle Muddle: A lesson in believjiige audience will
meet Mira, aGrade 7 student, and her teachévir. Morgan. This story takes the reader on an adventure
of a day inGrade 7 at Mudlleton Middle Schooénd 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, Mrarlgold 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
aANlI ® ¢KNRdAZAAK aANI Qa SELISNASYyOSazr G(GKS aidz2NE NBTES
developmental changes, social and online pressures, and/alld® F2 NJ 2 dzi R2 2 NJ SELISNA Sy
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 lad connection, they begin to empathize which each otied 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 receiveddli@ve 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 aniddle Muddle: A lesson in believiisgoresented petwo pages (Figures-21).
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Figure 4

Front and Back Cover Pages
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When worries feel too big and nothing goes right, it is easy for both students
and teachers to lose confidence. Mira struggles with friendship challenges, self-
doubt, and big emotions, while her teacher, Mr. Morgan, questions his place in
the classroom. Across three generations of educators, this story reminds us that
even on the hardest days, one small step and believing in each other can make all
the difference.

e Bktre

Whitten by: Gulics A Gawey

Gtouy edited by: Jerndan Mathiew

Tuustrated by: Bria Gauen, Finley Ashen, Wanda Pantera, Ava Sessa, Evenley Mergan, Tem
Ghlemi, Chanlette K., Tndia Sheaning, Kengie, Tegan Grimadell, E3y H.., and £.5. Wilsen
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Figure 5

Inside Cover and Page 1
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Figure 6

Pages 33

Muddleton Middle School
20 Years Before Present

Miles Morgan, Muddleton middle schooler, hated writing deeply.

"UGH! T hate writing!" Miles was complaining loudly again that day for the
whole class to hear. His good friend Marshall was used to this and knew what came
next, so he squeezed himself down and quietly said,

"Heads up,” Miles threw his pencil across the classroom, missing his friend's head
by mere inches.

Miles was a typical seventh-grade student at Muddleton Middle School. Except
that he hadn't slept very well for days due to growing pains in his knees. His
parents had taken drastic measures this morning after Mrs. Morgan saw his room.
They took his Nintendo away. His room was a mess, and Miles had forgotten he'd
already been asked twice. This was especially harsh, as Miles just remembered
now, on top of it all, his friend Marshall had cancelled their planned adventure to
the Muddleville Movieplex and Arcade. He was going to Melly's birthday party
instead.

"I wish I could be invited to Melly's party,” he thought. He hated the feeling he
had that came with thinking he wasn't good enough. “This writing is pointless and
too much work. I'm not doing it," he insisted, trying to regain some strength.

Miles Morgan, seventh-grade Muddle, locked his eyes with his teacher defiantly.

2

Mrs. Marigold stretched her shoulders back slightly and put a gentle smile on her
face as she stood. She gave Miles a kind but firm gesture, and Miles “harrumphed”
and then followed as she opened the door.

Mrs. Marigold had taught Muddles in middle school for almost two decades; She
was acutely aware of the challenges of keeping her students engaged and
connected to their learning in these delicate and wondrous years.

"Miles," she said warmly, “let's go for a toddle and talk.” Miles followed her,
relieved that he could escape the giggles and whispers of his peers. His teacher
knew when to give frustrated teens some time, and Miles occasionally felt she knew
him better than he knew himself. She made him feel safe, even when he wasn't at
his best, and even when he had to be lightly reminded of the safety of others. "It's
good that your friends know you so well, Miles,"” she said. Mrs. Marigold handed
Miles an apple while guiding him back to class. She softly spoke familiar words he
would never tire of, and she often spoke in moments of tension:

“When worries overwhelm you and make you doubt what you can do, take one
small step; It's good enough, while I.."

"..believe in you,” Miles finished the sentence. And he knew, without any doubt,
that his teacher meant it.
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Figure 7

Pagest and5

Muddleton Middle School
The Current Semester...

\
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|

Mira Middleton, Muddleton middle-schooler, hated math. She was sure that,

“This math is stupid!” and complaining loudly enough for the whole class to hear.
She both was and wasn't, just like any other 13-year-old, seventh-grade Muddle at
Muddleton Middle School. However, today had not been a good day, nor was yesterday,
nor the day before, as a matter of fact. Mira did not like school this year, or so she had
decided, especially when the day started with Math. “Why does it have to be so hard?”
she grumbled.

“Obviously!” Mira snapped back defensively. “Sigh,” She knew she had been distracted
in thought about the nasty group chat the night before. Her feelings were still hurt by
the comments her so-called friend Mathilda made about Mira’s annoying new braces.
So annoying! All the other girls had chimed in as well, of course. But she wasn’t going to
confide in Mr. Morgan, the Math Torturer, about it, “definitely not,” she thought.

“Today, I don’t care about this Math, and I'm not doing it!” Mira asserted, with her arms
crossed in protest, deciding today was, in fact, a day to see how far she could push it
with Mr. Morgan.

“Ijust explained this, Mira. Were you paying attention?” asked Mr. Morgan, her teacher.

“Here we go again,” Mr. Morgan spoke under his breath. “Be the same motivating voice
you were for the young Muddles, Miles,” he thought, “they’re just moodier at this age.”

This was Mr. Morgan’s first year teaching Grade Seven at Muddleton Middle School. He
had been ecstatic about returning to his own childhood school after a few years of
teaching on call at an elementary school over the river in Muddford. Lately, he felt
challenged by the middle-year Muddles class, especially when the day started with
Math. “What if they just don’t like me?” He wondered.

Mr. Morgan took a deep breath, studying Mira’s flustered face and tightly curled fists by
her side. “I hope the students can’t tell how frustrated I’ve gotten,” he thought to
himself, “Okay — Steady — Breath, Game face. Go!”

“Mira,” he said calmly, “I think it’s best if you take a little break from class and come
back when you are ready to act respectfully. Your negative attitude is affecting your
learning and your peers.”

“FINE!” yelled Mira as she jumped up, her chair clattering to the floor with a loud bang.
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Figure 8

Pages 6 and 7
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“Here’s a hall pass for the 15 minutes until first break.” Mr. Morgan handed her the
paper and let her go. “She’ll be fine,” he told himself.

The chair was still vibrating on the linoleum as Mira bolted out of the classroom and
towards the safety of the girls’ bathroom. Angry, hot tears streamed down her face as
her body crumpled onto the washroom floor. Mr. Morgan’s words echoed in her head as
she collapsed into the corner, tightly squeezing herself into a ball. “Raaaaaa!!”

“Negative attitude...act respectfully,” she muttered, mimicking her teacher. The words
stung. Deep down, she knew her teacher was right. She also knew that she was
struggling to control her emotions. “Why did everything suddenly feel so frustrating?”
She stopped crying and reflected.

“Maybe school isn’t for me,” she sniffled quietly as she heard her friends making their
way outside for recess.

Meanwhile, Mr. Morgan soaked in a minute of quiet as his students headed outside for
their break. He took the moment for introspection, with his head in his hands. He sat at
his desk, recalling what had happened with Mira a few minutes earlier. It was one of
many incidents he had run into with one of his adolescent students in the past few
weeks. He felt powerless and exhausted, not understanding how exactly that had
escalated so quickly.

Deep down, he knew that he shouldn’t take Mira’s behaviour personally. Yet he just
couldn’t think of any strategies to handle this situation effectively.

“Maybe teaching isn’t for me,” he pondered and then decided to make his way to the
staff room for a cup of coffee.
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Figure 9

Pages 8 and 9

L7

N
R

A4S
(LT 77

“Tough morning?” Ms. Masters asked Mr. Morgan as he entered the staff lounge,
immediately recognizing the frazzled Muddle look.

“My face must give it away?” Mr. Morgan admitted, sounding defeated. “My students
have been testing my limits lately. I feel like, no matter what I do, some just don’t care
about learning some days. I don’t think they like me. Maybe I'm not cut out for this job.”

“Oof! Sounds tough,” replied Ms. Masters with a smile as she passed him the sugar. “I
know a lot of teachers have struggled teaching Grade Seven in the past. 'm sure your
students like you just fine. Teenagers, huh? They don’t know how to show it all the time,
nor their own emotions.”

“I keep telling myself that,” Mr. Morgan sighed. “Lately, there’s been one student in
particular, so bright and capable, I think I just need to find a way to motivate her more
effectively. But with this student, I found myself on the verge of giving up. Al T get is
disrespect and a negative attitude.”

At that very moment, Mira dragged her feet past the not fully closed staff room door,
making her way back towards class. “Negative attitude... disrespectful behaviour... give
up...” was all she needed to hear to piece together who Mr. Morgan was complaining
about. She knew it was her.

She kept looking down, then kicked a banana peel spitefully, and Mira continued to
trudge down the hallway.

“Give up,” she hissed under her breath. “Of course, he doesn’t care about me.”

She dreaded the email that she knew would reach her parents before she even got home
from school. How could she explain that she had lost her cool again and was asked to
leave the class for the second time this week? Mr. Morgan obviously didn’t like her
anymore. Surely, Ms. Mabel, the principal, would call her down for a “chat” at some
point today. On top of it all, she knew her friends were outside gossiping about her and
her little meltdown. “How could this day get any worse?” She fumed.

And - then - SPLAT!

Before she even knew what had happened, Mira slipped on a puddle of water that
appeared out of nowhere. She sat on the floor, dumbfounded, as she felt the fabric of her
fuzzeralls absorb the cold liquid. She couldn’t stop to think, and the words spilled from
her like a waterfall, “This stupid school is full of idiots!” she yelled at the top of her
lungs.

55



Storying Middle Years Engagement

Figure 10

Pages 10 and 11

Mr. Morgan immediately recognized who the furious voice outside in the hall belonged
to. He rushed out of the staff room after Mira. She had gotten up and hurried towards
her locker. He noticed her wet clothes, saw the spill on the floor, and now worried she
was hurt. He called after her to offer help.

It was too late. The bell had just rung, and students were gathered in the hallway
chattering busily while making their way back to class.

“Hey everyone, look!” Mathilda shouted, pointing at Mira, who stood there, her face
turning a bright shade of red. Mathilda continued mercilessly, “First, a math-y
meltdown and now she peed her fuzzeralls!”

Mr. Morgan saw some of his class erupt in laughter, and poor Mira had huge tears
forming in her eyes.

“That’s enough!” he asserted firmly, ordering the rest of his students into the classroom
while Mira remained frozen on the spot.

10

Mr. Morgan quickly shut the classroom door and reached his hand out to comfort her.
Mira flinched and jumped back, “Don’t touch me!” She hissed.

“Oh, Mira. I'm just trying to help, I'm sorry,” he explained. “It’s been a rough day for
you. I'm sorry your friends were unkind to you. Are you okay?”

“I'm fine,” Mira declared stubbornly.

“Mira, do you have a change of clothes, or do you want to go make a phone call home for
some new clothes?” Mr. Morgan suggested empathetically.

“No. I don't care about my clothes. I don’t care about my friends, and since you don’t
like me anyway, why don’t you leave me alone!” Mira insisted.

“Okay, Mira, let me know if you change your mind,” Mr. Morgan exhaled, then he
paused. “T will set the class straight, if you want to rejoin us. I saw what happened Mira.
Please go and tell the office there’s a dangerous spill in the hall.”

As he stepped back into the classroom, he thought to himself, “Why would she think that
I don't like her?...” Then Mira heard Mr. Morgan admonish the class for laughing at her,
and that he “Would not tolerate it. That Mira had fallen in a puddle, and the next person
to tease her would stay after last bell to explain why they think bullying is acceptable in
this class.”

1"
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Figure 11

Pagesl? and 13

After informing Mrs. Moody at the office's reception desk of the hazard, Mira returned
to her locker. She stood in the hallway contemplating what to do next. Calling home for
new fuzzeralls would have been helpful, but how could she consider Mr. Miserable's
suggestion? She would have to take matters into her own hands. Aware of the zero-
phone-tolerance policy at her school, Mira glanced both ways before quietly taking her
device out of her backpack. Surely, a quick text home to ask for new clothes was a
forgivable offence. No one would even know. She quietly turned on her phone and
waited for it to load.

“Beep” “Ping” “Ding”

Mira lost track of her original mission and instead started following the notifications on
her screen. Amongst the usual posts, one specifically caught her eye: a picture of her,
smiling brightly at the fair she attended with her friends last week. Unfortunately, she
had crumbs of chocolate cake visibly stuck between her teeth. The caption read “Meet
BRACE BUFFET-FACE,” and the post was littered with laughing emoticons.

Mira slid down the wall onto the floor, clutching her phone, not knowing how to take
this latest attack on her braces by her group of friends.
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Figure 12

Pages 14 and 15

In the meantime, Mr. Morgan’s class engaged in a few minutes of silent reading. Their
teacher, still reeling from this morning’s events, was deep in thought about how to turn
the day around for Mira.

“Beep.” “Ping.” “Ding.”

Mr. Morgan recognized the cell notification sounds and quickly traced the origin to the

door.

“What is she up to now?” he muttered to himself while readying himself for another
battle he felt unprepared for.

hallway. He sighed as he slowly got up to check what was going on outside the classroom

Mira, absorbed in the media world on her device, sat in the hallway scrolling through
the comments and thinking about her next move. “Should I ignore this post? Or maybe I
could get revenge?” She contemplated. Her parents had given her advice on how to
handle online humiliation best, but through the anger and tears, she couldn’t remember
any of it. Surely, she could find an embarrassing picture of Mathilda in her camera roll.
Determined, she began sifting through her photo feed from the last few weeks, filtering
for payback.
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Figure 13

Pages 16 and 17

“Mira?” Mr. Morgan caught her, busted. “You know that cell phones are not allowed to
be used at school.”

Mr. Morgan’s sudden appearance had startled Mira.
“But... but...,” she stuttered, “I was just going to...”

“No buts, Mira!” Mr. Morgan asserted. “Please hand the phone over. As you know,
phones are confiscated when used during school hours. It will be returned to you at the
end of the day, and school rules require a notice informing your parents of your poor
decisions. Principal’s rule.”

Mira handed the phone over, knowing that there was no point in arguing. If nothing
else, her fuzzeralls had begun to dry. She let out a long, exhausted sigh.

“Mira, you have two choices since you can’t be trusted alone in the hallway,” her teacher
explained. “You can come back to class and participate without further problems, or you
can go and spend the rest of the day at the office, and Principal Mabel will supervise
you.”

“The classroom, Mr. Morgan,” Mira decided hesitantly. At least they had free time
during outside playtime, coming up in a bit. Mira thought that would be a good time to
talk to her best friend, Marcia, about all the ways Mathilda and Mr. Morgan were
making her life miserable.

16

Her peers stared at her as she entered the classroom. “Whatever! Let them,” she
thought.

She first focused on the clock, then shifted to the daily schedule to see when she could
finally relieve some of this stress in the safety of the lush green forest surrounding the
school grounds. Outside playtime and drawing in her nature journal had always been
Mira’s favourite activity. The outdoors allowed her to use her vivid imagination and
breathe in the fresh, crisp air. She wanted to clear her head of the overwhelming new
emotions she had been experiencing lately. She also had to admit that Mr. Morgan’s
adventure scavenger hunt challenges, which he had lately been hosting, were super fun.
“Maybe she could even catch Mr. Morgan to explain the ridiculous phone fiasco to him.”
She hoped

“Cancelled?” Mira shouted in a booming voice. “Ugh!” This really was her worst day.

The whole class looked at her. Mira realized she had yelled her thoughts out loud and
flushed.

“Since she had already messed up again, what was the point of holding back now?” She
decided, thinking, “What a scam!”

“Outside play time cancelled?” she continued in a disgusted voice, “and replaced by
district Math assessments? What is wrong with this stupid school?”

17
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Pages 18 and 19

“You can de-escalate this,” Mr. Morgan encouraged himself quietly enough for his
students not to hear. “More deep breaths,” He puffed himself up and took what seemed
like his hundredth deep breath this morning and then tried to relax his face as much as
possible.

“Mira, everyone is here today and next week we are working on the Haunted House for
Halloween,” he explained in a soothing voice, “so Principal Mabel asked me to get the
district assessments done today.”

“I don’t care!” Mira replied coldly. “Math is useless, and so are you!”

The class erupted in a mix of gasps and giggles at Mira’s words while Mr. Morgan did
everything in his power to stay calm. “It seems you have then made your choice about
being at the office instead of the classroom, Mira. Please make your way down there,” he
directed firmly. He felt defeated as he followed Mira out of the classroom.

“I can find my way to the office all by myself,” Mira said sarcastically. “It’s not like it's
the first time you have sent me there.”

“You know, Mira, that it didn’t need to be like this. I truly care about you and all my
students, but this has gone too far,” Mr. Morgan replied.

“Care? About me?” Mira gasped. “First, you kicked me out of math class. Next, you took
away my phone. Then you cancelled the only class I care about. I hate grade seven, and
T'm done with this school!”

Mr. Morgan lost the battle to suppress his frustration.

“No, Mira,” he doddled briskly to keep up with her, his voice raised. “You kicked
yourself out of Math, refused to accept the help I offered, violated the school policy, and
then disrespected me in front of the whole class. Let’s hope for us both that you return
tomorrow with a better attitude and maybe some manners.” Although he felt utterly
disappointed in Mira, Mr. Morgan almost immediately regretted his choice of words. He
knew arguing with a student in flight mode wasn’t productive. Yet, it felt unnatural to
allow his adolescent learners to talk to him in such a humiliating way. If only there were
amanual, or a handbook for teenagers, or something! “Maybe I am done with this place,
too,” he contemplated out loud, feeling these thoughts deeply, as Mira grumped her way
towards the office.
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Coincidentally, the school veteran, Principal Mabel turned the corner at that moment,
quickly reading the mood in the hallway.

“Is there anything I can help with, Mr. Morgan?’ and seeing her standing angrily, arms
crossed, “Mira?” she offered in a reassuring voice.

“A new teacher,” Mira called out immediately.

Mr. Morgan replied, “It’s not Mira’s day today, and she is all out of chances. I need to
return to my class, and I will fill you in later. She’s all yours, Ms. Mabel.”

“I will fill you in right now, Ms. Mabel. My teacher does a horrible job, and the whole
class is talking about how he is the worst Math teacher ever. The school is a hazard, the
kids are the worst, and I don’t want to waste any more time here.”

“Mira,” Ms. Mabel said evenly, “it’s time to make a phone call home. Please follow me.”

20

On her way home, Mira dragged her feet, kicked rocks back and forth, and thought
about the unpleasant welcome awaiting her at home.

Honk!!!
Deep in thought, she hadn’t realized she had wandered onto the road.

“Watch where you’ re doddling, kid!” the irritated lady behind the wheel bellowed out
the window at her.

“Okay, okay. It’s not a big deal!” Mira shouted back. Clearly, the whole universe was

conspiring against her. “I'm never going back to that miserable school,” she thought to
herself, visualizing Mathilda pointing and laughing at her.

21
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Pages 22 and 23

The situation with Mira weighed heavily on Mr. Morgan as he held on, trying to navigate
the rest of a strenuous day with his class. Mathilda was in full comedy mode,
interrupting his lessons several times. Mica and Melly chased each other through the
classroom, pushing chairs into each other’s paths, and he caught Mack cheating on the
district assessment. The tests took so long that there was not enough time to do a
classroom clean-up before the bell rang. Bits of paper and chewed-up pencils were
scattered across the classroom floor. Mischa’s desk was covered in Sharpie drawings,
and Marla’s bin had a wad of gum stuck to it. “The poor custodians! This is absolutely
ridiculous!” Mr. Morgan lashed out, standing alone in his classroom, feeling drained and
hopeless. “I believe I am done here,” he whispered defeatedly. He hated the feeling of
not being good enough.

22

Mr. Morgan paced back and forth in his classroom. “What would his favourite teacher,
Mrs. Marigold, do?” he thought to himself. She had been exceptionally skillful and
tactful in handling conflicts with teenage muddles in the classroom, including himself.
“On the other hand, she never had to mitigate the consequences of technology and social
media on developing young brains,” Mr. Morgan pondered quietly.

Mr. Morgan remembered his six years at McMuddle University and how he had eagerly
absorbed every lesson. He fondly thought back to his practicum, watching how his
experienced mentor, Mr. Malone, had effortlessly instructed students and mitigated
difficulties with kindness. Why did he not have the same capacity? What was he
missing? He concluded with certainty that he was not a good enough teacher for this
assignment.

“I think I will ask Ms. Mabel for a leave of absence so I can decompress and consider my
future,” he decided out loud.

23
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Figure 17
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