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b y  C a t h y  H a l l e r

7 t h  G r a d e  T e a c h e r/ A d v i s o r T h e  K a t h e r i n e  D e l m a r  B u r k e  S c h o o l c a t h y. h@ k d b s . o r g

7th Grade Drama ‘Tweens: What’s It All About?
The Impact of Brain Development on the Lives of 7th Graders

7th grade
teacher sees
connection
between
the shift from concrete
to abstract thinking and
‘tween-age conflicts

P iaget theorized tha t ch i ldren from the ages of 7-
11 are in the “Concre te Opera t iona l St age .”  In th is
phase , ch i ldren are very l itera l - re ferring to actua l physi-
ca l ob jects, or events in the ir th ink ing. They tend to be
egocentric , of ten bringing top ics back to themse lves,
are com fortab le memorizing facts, and tend to see and
focus on on ly one solut ion to a prob lem . Academ ica l ly,
students can take in informa t ion , but aren ’t as easi ly
ab le to re f lect deep ly about it or to genera l ize from one
situa t ion to another.

This concrete approach to the world continues until
around the age of 12 or so. At that time the child’s m ind
starts to work on a higher leve l of abstraction, Piaget’s
“Forma l Operationa l Phase .”  This shift is contingent on a
physica l component, the deve lopment of the fronta l lobes
of the bra in. The fronta l lobes enable sk ills such as tak ing
initiative , ana lyzing the steps of a problem , genera lizing
from one situation to another, planning ahead, and dis-
cussing various solutions. As deve lopment continues, chil-
dren start to see the implications of the ir actions, and can
bra instorm more potentia l solutions to problems.

    s a seventh grade teacher / advisor in a K-8 inde-
penden t g ir ls ’ schoo l , I have be en in tr igued by the
amount of drama tha t surfaces in the l ives of seventh
graders. Th is drama occurs not on ly in the ir academ ic
world , but a lso in the ir persona l re la t ionsh ips. Seventh
graders are transit ion ing from the world of concre te
th ink ing to abstract th ink ing, and I be l ieve tha t th is sh if t
in th ink ing sk i l ls not on ly impacts them academ ica l ly,
but a f fects the ir friendsh ips as we l l .

Much o f  the rese arch on the ways bra in deve lop-
m en t a f f e c ts ch i ldren a c ade m i c a l ly and e mo t iona l ly
st i l l re f ers to the work done by the Sw iss psycho lo-
g ist Je an P i age t , who began h is work in the 1 9 2 0 ’s .
P i age t  iden t i f i ed var ious rungs on the deve lopm en-
t a l l adder as ind iv idua ls c l i mb up to the h ighest st age
wh i ch he c a l ls the “Form a l Opera t iona l St age . ”  Ac-
cord ing to P i age t , ch i ldren genera l ly beg in to trans i-
t ion in to th is st age around the age o f  1 2 (seven th
grade). Be fore tha t t i m e , the fron t a l lobes o f the bra in
are no t deve loped enough to hand l e more abstra c t
th ink ing and ana lyt i c a l sk i l ls .....
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“

”
s i mp l e as they onc e though t .

Anyone who has spent any t ime
around seventh graders knows tha t
friendsh ips p lay a key ro le in the ir
l ives.  In F ie ld Guide to the Ameri-
c an Te enager , au thor M i ke R i era
st a tes, “If ch i ldren , rough ly e leven
ye ars or younger,  were  ask ed to
whom they wou ld turn if they had a
prob lem , most wou ld respond , in or-
der, parents, teachers and friends.
If a teenager were asked the same
quest ion , the order wou ld be com-
p le te ly reversed – friends, teachers,
and parents.”

I have not iced tha t as the year
progresses, the top ics and depth of
our d iscussions change . If th is hap-
pens in advisory groups, it is l ike ly
to happen among friendsh ip groups,
too. In add it ion , the types of act ivi-
t ies friends en joy may change . Sev-
enth grade students have to ld me
tha t when they were younger (6 th

The more I have learned about the brain

development taking place in 7th graders,

the more it has helped me look at them

and their daily struggles in a different way.

gument was about , she sa id it was
hard to say, and she wasn ’t rea l ly
sure anymore .

I th ink the deve lopm en t a l sh i f t
m ay be par t  o f  the re ason why i t
was unc l e ar. One day the c ause o f
a  con f l i c t  se e m e d c l e ar a nd d e -
f i n e d .  Th e  n ex t  d ay,  t h e  re a son

be c a m e fuzzy, a l though
t he f e e l ings o f  d iscom -
for t and hur t re m a ined .
O f ten g ir ls avo id de a l ing
w i t h t h e  c on f l i c t s ,  a nd
h o p e  t h ey w i l l  j us t  go
away. Som e t i m es one o f
the g ir ls tr i es to express
h e r  f ru s t r a t i o n  t o  h e r
fr i e nd(s) .  I b e l i eve  t h is
c an work i f  both par t i es
are a t the sa m e deve lop-
m en t a l p l a c e , bu t i t c an
be com e a  prob l e m i f  a
more  con cre te - t h i n k i ng
ch i ld c an ’ t se e how her
behav ior m ay con tr ibu te
t o  t h e  s i t u a t i o n ,  a n d
t h e r e f or e  i s u n a b l e  t o

negot i a te a  comprom ise .
Another paren t men t ioned tha t

o n e  d a y h e r d a ugh t e r w a s d i s -
traugh t abou t a  conversa t ion she
had w i th a te a cher, bu t when her
mo ther brough t  i t  up a  f ew days
l a ter to se e how her daugh t er was
fe e l ing abou t i t , her daugh t er not
on ly den i ed the i mpor t anc e o f  the
c o n f ro n t a t i o n ,  sh e  d e n i e d  eve r
hav ing the f e e l ings she shared on
tha t day. I don ’ t th ink her daugh-
ter was ly ing .  I th ink she v i ewed i t
d i f f eren t ly, be ing c augh t  in a de -
ve lopm en t a l sh i f t .

The sh i f t  from concre te to ab-
stra c t th ink ing m ay no t p l ay ou t in
t h e  s a m e  way f or eve ry c h i l d .  I
h ave  observe d a bs tra c t - t h i n k i ng
s t ud e n ts s trugg l e  w i t h l ong t i m e
friends who wan t to re m a in a sm a l l
group , and wan t to keep the fr iend-
sh ip as it has a lways been . It is a
pa infu l process. The more abstract-

W ith the onset of abstract th ink -
ing, students begin to depend less
on the visua l , concre te world , and
how i t a f fe c ts the m . Ra ther, they
beg in to look ou ts ide the mse lves
and the ir physica l world to see tha t
o t her peop l e m ay h ave d i f f eren t
viewpoints, and everyth ing is not as

grade and be low), much of the ir t ime
w i t h f r i e nds c e n t ere d on a c t u a l
events such as p lay da tes, ska t ing,
e t c . They say tha t now they don ’ t
necessari ly make sol id p lans other
than just ge tt ing toge ther, or possi-
b ly connect ing on l ine or on the te le-
phon e .  Th e  l eve l  o f  i n t i m a cy i n -

creases. They ta lk about events or
conf l icts a t school , teachers, actors,
mus i c i ans , books , mus i c , and , o f
course , the ir “ crushes .” I suspe c t
tha t now they don ’ t requ ire “ con-
cre te” events to fee l a connect ion
with each other. They are not inter-
ested in on ly themse lves, but f ind it
intrigu ing to d iscuss others as we l l .

Unfortuna te ly, th is deve lopment
isn ’ t necessari ly l ine ar, and these
f luctua t ions can crea te the “drama”
we of ten see in school . Ch i ldren can
be deve lopmenta l ly ready to reach
into the abstract in one area , but not
so ready in others. One day students
may need to retrea t to the “concre te”
to ge t a break from the ir newly com-
p lex world , thus yesterday’s events
may be perce ived d if ferent ly today.
A paren t to ld m e a story abou t a
huge argument her daughter got into
w ith some longt ime friends. When
she asked her daughter wha t the ar-
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Onc e we arr ive a t our dest ina t ion ,
t he sa m e two fr i ends m ay sep a -
ra t e and go the ir own ways , then
reun i te on the bus r ide hom e . As
these seven th graders try on new
b e h a v i o r  a n d  e x p e r i e n c e  n e w
though t  proc esses , they st i l l ne ed
to f e e l sa f e by re tre a t ing to the f a -
m i l i ar world of the “concre te ,” sym -
bo l ized by the ir long t i m e fr i ends .
O ld friends c an o f fer a resp i t e from
a  s c a ry,  ye t  e xc i t i ng n e w wor l d
where the ru les o f engage m en t are
chang ing .

As ch i ldren deve lop and beg in
to se e more o f  the b igger p i c ture ,

th ink ing g ir l wan ts to expand her
c irc l e o f  fr i ends , ye t  she doesn ’ t
wan t to hur t her fr i end ’s f e e l ings .
A g ir l who is st i l l ste eped in con-
cre te th ink ing m ay f ee l thre a tened
and con fused when her long t i m e
fr i end suggests ven tur ing in to new
fr i e ndsh i p t err i tory.  Sh e  m ay b e
hur t  be c ause she is no longer the
c en ter o f  a t ten t ion .

On the o ther hand , i t  c an a lso
be com for t ing to have an o ld friend
as one en ters the new wor ld o f  the
abstra c t . On c l ass tr ips ,  I have no-
t i c ed tha t  som e fr i ends ins is t  on
s i t t i ng toge t her on t he bus r i de .

they m ay a lso be com e more aware
a nd i n to l e r a n t  o f  b e h av i or t h a t
they now  cons ider i m m a ture , or
inappropr i a te . When I spoke w i th
our sc hoo l  counse lor a bou t  t h is ,
she no t ed t h a t  t he a b i l i ty to a b -
s t r a c t  a l l o w s  a n d  e n c o u r a g e s
grow th , and m ay br ing ou t , or he lp
to deve lop d i f f eren t qua l i t i es in a
studen t .    As studen ts beg in to see
the b igger p i c ture and expand the ir
ide as , she f e e ls they a lso beg in  a
journey toward in-dependenc e , be -
g inn ing to have more o f  a  sense o f
se l f . They beg in to be com e more
se l f -re f l e c t ive , wh i ch i mpa c ts the
way they m a ke de c is ions and de -
ve lop va lues . Th is c an a f fe c t whom
they choose for friends . And as stu-
den ts beg in to se e more than one
prob l e m -so lv i ng op t ion ,  n ego t i a -
t i on a nd c o m pro m ise  t a k e  on a
n ew m e a n i ng wh i c h c a n i m p a c t
the way studen ts de a l w i th tens ion
and con f l i c t reso lu t ion .

Dur ing those t i m es o f  tens ion ,
c on f l i c t ,  a nd dra m a  a m ong s t u -
den ts , i m m ers ing the m in a  con-
cre t e a c t iv i ty se e ms to he l p .  My
schoo l ’s sev-en th grade goes on a
thre e -day c a mp ing tr ip every Oc to-
ber. W i thou t  f a i l , a  fr i endsh ip con-
f l i c t  deve lops t he l as t  n igh t ,  t he
n igh t  o f  the bon f ire . Pr ior to the
bon f ire  i tse l f ,  e a c h a dv isory cre -
a tes a  sk i t  revo lv ing around som e
aspe c t o f  the tr ip . One g ir l ge ts an-
gry be c ause the adv isory group , or
one o f  her fr i ends in the group , ig-
nores her sk i t  ide a . As a l l o f  the
adv isor i es regroup for the sk i t per-
form a n c es ,  t he s t uden t  w i t h t he
hur t f e e l ings st ands on the fr inge
o f  t h e  e n t i r e  group ,  l oo k i ng re -
j e c ted , su l l en ; o f ten she ’s cry ing .
She f e e ls t hre a t ened ,  so she re -
t r e a t s a n d  hop e s f or sy m p a t hy
from o thers . Th is con t inues as the
adv isor i es per form the sk i ts .

  When the sk i ts are over and



Faculty Newsletter Fall 2004

--14--

i t ’s t i m e to m a ke s ’ mores , a l l con-
f l i c t  e nds a nd every t h i ng is for-
g iven . I have observed th is sc ene
over and over. I th ink th is ab i l i ty
to l isten to and a c c ep t new ide as
w i thou t  f e e l ing thre a t ened is de -
ve lopm en t a l , and tha t som e m e m -
bers o f  the adv isory group are on
a more abstra c t l eve l than o thers .
Luc k i ly, the p l ay ing f i e ld evens ou t
aga in as s tuden ts beg in to roas t
m a rsh m a l l ows .  Food i s a  gr e a t
equa l izer.

When more than food is c a l l ed
f or,  I ’ve  found t h a t  d e t erm i n i ng
wh ere  a  s t ude n t  is deve lop m e n -
t a l ly c an e l i m ina te lots o f  frustra -
t ion on my par t . It ’s be en my ex-
per ience tha t the more the studen t
responds ,  “ I don ’ t  k now , ”  to my
quest ions , the more concre te she
tends to be . For exa mp le , a studen t
to ld m e a  s tory abou t  why she ’d
be en unab l e to do her hom ework .
I c a l l ed her hom e for another re a -
son , and inadver ten t ly d iscov-
e r e d  t h a t  t h e  e l a b or a t e
story she cre a ted had
n ever h a pp e n e d .
Wh e n I c on -
f r o n t e d
her,

our conversa t ion wen t som e th ing
l ike th is.

MeMeMeMeMe : “Why d idn ’t you just te l l
me you d idn ’t do the
homework?”
SSSSStudenttudenttudenttudenttudent: “I don ’t know.”
Me : “D idn ’t you th ink I’d f igure
it out?”
SSSSStudenttudenttudenttudenttudent: “I don ’t know.”
Me : “Cou ld you te l l me about
your thought process when you
came up with the story?”
SSSSStudenttudenttudenttudenttudent: “No, I guess I d idn ’t
th ink it through tha t we l l .”

Clearly tha t conversa t ion wasn ’t
going too we l l . I started to ask
more concre te quest ions.

MeMeMeMeMe : “Wha t d id you th ink wou ld
happen to you if you d idn ’t do
your homework?”
SSSSStudenttudenttudenttudenttudent: “I’d ge t in troub le .”
MeMeMeMeMe : “Wha t does it mean to ge t
in troub le?”

SSSSStudenttudenttudenttudenttudent:  “I’d ge t a ‘not ice ’.”
(Our school ’s d isc ip l inary form .)
MeMeMeMeMe : “Wha t is the worst th ing
about gett ing a ‘not ice?’”
SSSSStudenttudenttudenttudenttudent: “I’d ge t in troub le a t
home .”
Etc .
It was much easier to have th is

conversa t ion , and to come to some
k ind of understanding when we were
both on the same “concrete” leve l .
It was a good lesson for me , and I’ve
used tha t  s tra tegy over and over
since tha t t ime .

I have taught grades 3-12 in pub-
l i c schoo ls , pr iva te schoo ls , coed
s c hoo l s a n d now i n a n  a l l -g i r l s
school; and I have to say tha t I f ind
seventh graders to be the most cha l-
lenging students to understand. Hav-
ing sa id tha t , I re a l ly en joy the m .
One day we can ta lk about how to
ach ieve world peace , and the next
day we are d iscussing why it wou ld
be fun to go to Hogwarts l ike Harry
Potter.

The more I have learned about
the bra in deve lopment tak ing p lace
i n 7 t h gra d ers ,  t h e  m ore  i t  h a s
he lped me look a t them and the ir
da i ly struggles in a d if ferent way. I
do not be l ieve the sh i f t from con-
crete to abstract th ink ing a lone ex-
p la ins a l l behaviors of seventh grad-
ers. In add i t ion to f luctua t ing hor-
mone leve ls, students are undergo-
ing many other biologica l and physi-
ca l changes that impact them greatly.
And add to that, the shifting nature of
schoolwork and friendships.

So, why a l l the drama? It ’s how
a  1 2 -ye a r o l d d e a ls w i t h a l l  t h e
changes happen ing to her. It ’s about
the way a l l these chang ing p ieces
comb ine and interact on a part icu-

lar day. Each day, th is comb ina t ion
may man ifest itse lf in a d if ferent

way, he lp ing to cre a te the dra m a
tha t we witness as we try to under-
stand our students.


