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Calendar Events 
 

November: Homeless Awareness Month / Native American Heritage Month 

Native American Heritage: Rising Voices/Hótȟaŋiŋpi (December/January introduction) 

November 30th: Blessing bags delivered to Oliver Gospel Mission/Toby’s Place 

December: Give love (2nd Quarter Theme: Environment) 

December 6th: Interims issued 

December 14th: Field study to see Coco 

December 15th: Last day of school for Holiday Break 

January: Being a Change Agent (2nd Quarter Theme: Environment) 

January 2nd: Teacher Work Day – NO SCHOOL 

January 3rd: First day back to school from break 

January 11th: Donuts and Drop Ins 

January 15th: Martin Luther King Jr Holiday – 

NO SCHOOL 

January 18th: End of the 2nd marking period 

January 25th: Report cards issued  

Montessori Moments 
W. G. Sanders Middle – Montessori A School of Choice November - December 2017 
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Holiday Break 

Please be advised that students last day of school is on December 15th, 2017 and they will return on 

January 3rd. We are not assigning work for over the break for students. However, students who are 

behind on work may use the break to catch up on their work. Additionally, students needing to perform 

experiments for their science fair projects may do that as well. We will not be accepting late work after 

January 5th, 2018. Teachers will be sending letters that outline missing work. Please read through the 

letters and sign. Your child will need to bring the signed letter back with all missing work. Have a safe 

and happy holiday season. 

 

Homeless Awareness 

What do we owe those of our fellow citizens who are worse off through no fault of their own?  
– Edward Everett Hale 

 
Homeless awareness was the focus for the month of November. Students were given the opportunity to 

create blessing bags for Oliver Gospel Mission and Toby’s Place. Students created over 100 blessing bags 

and added blessings or words of encouragement in each bag. We cannot ask our students to work the 

land and with the people of the land and we do not do it ourselves. Teachers also take part in all of the 

activities while doing service work on our own with our families outside of school.  

To add to their understanding of homelessness in Columbia, SC, we watched a video provided to us by a 

parent who helped to film the documentary. The documentary followed around one homeless man who 

struggled to find shelter, food, and work here in Columbia. As we followed this man, students took 

notes, and asked questions about what we could do to help the homeless population. They started to 

see homelessness for what it is, a vicious cycle. Mr. Odom’s classes also did seminars on homelessness 

and how it impacts our society. 

Why did we choose Oliver Gospel Mission? Oliver Gospel Mission has been serving the Midland’s 

homeless for over 127 years. In 2011, Toby’s 

House was founded to serve the fastest 

growing population of the homeless: women 

and children. The goal of organizations like 

Oliver Gospel Mission and Toby’s place is to 

break the generational homeless cycle. Oliver 

Gospel also accepts food donations, clothing, 

and other items. Please consider giving to an 

organization that you support this holiday 

season because we all know that giving is so 

much better than receiving. 
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Science 

From the desks of Mrs. 
Wilkie and Mr. Gill: It’s 

that time of year again…Science Fair! 

Students were given packets to help 

guide their science fair project 

production. Science teachers are available for student support 

throughout the research and experimental process. Final projects will be 

due on January 12th. The winter break offers an opportunity for students 

to do research or perform their experiments at home. Students should 

not hesitate to contact teachers with questions.  
7th graders were fortunate to visit a working laboratory at USC, sponsored by SCience lab and Dr. Bert 

Ely. Students extracted DNA from plants, as well as themselves, and conducted experiments using gel 

electrophoresis to separate molecules of DNA. This experience will serve as a foundation for their 

upcoming genetics and cells unit. More importantly, they were able to 

conduct scientific inquiry not unlike what research scientists do in the real 

world. 

8th grade students have been exploring physics through building 

rollercoasters, Rube Goldberg machines, and balloon-powered cars. These 

hands-on engineering projects afford students the opportunity to 

experience the engineering design process while learning about forces, 

Newton’s Laws, speed, velocity, and 

acceleration. The projects also help 

foster the important 21st -century 

skills of creativity, collaboration, 

communication, and critical 

thinking. 

6th graders are diving into the world of protists and plants with 

their studies on the microscopic, and not so microscopic world. 

Students can expect to study plant growth using “fast plants”, 

prepare plants and beds for our fall and spring garden, and study 

about the classification of living things. 
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Family Math Problems 

From the desk of Ms. Jones:  
 

Answer to Ms. Jones's previous math problem (October issue):  30 campers. 
 

November/December math problem: 
 

A man in a restaurant asked a waiter for a juice glass, a dinner plate, water, a match, and a 
lemon wedge. The man poured enough water onto the plate to cover it. 
"If you can get the water on the plate into this glass without touching or moving this plate, I will 
give you $100," the man said. "You can use the match and lemon to do this." 
A few minutes later, the waiter walked away with $100 in his pocket. How did the waiter get 
the water into the glass? 
 

 
 

 
From the desk of Mr. Odom:  
 
Our students recently participated in a seminar on homelessness as a part of homelessness awareness 

month. During the seminar, students were free to discuss their perceptions and beliefs in regards to the 

causes of homelessness and services available to help those in need. There were even a few moments 
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where students were able to build a connection between our discussion and their personal experiences 

when encountering someone “perceived” to be homeless. The big question throughout the seminar was 

“how can you tell if someone is homeless?” 

To search for an answer to find a reasonable understanding of the term homeless, and what it truly 

means. A part of this search led our community to view a documentary on homelessness that was filmed 

here in Columbia. The documentary, along with the article students annotated for the seminar reviewed 

estimations of the many factors that contribute to homelessness in our community. When considering 

factors like mental health issues and unemployment, some of our students took off on a tangent! Some 

of the discussion led to the criminal justice system and the deinstitutionalization of state-funded support 

programs.  

It was truly a joy to see how our students are able to build connections and continue ask reasonable 

questions in regards to their understanding of our society and the people in it. I look forward to working 

with them in taking a closer look at themselves, the impact they have on society, and the impact society 

has on them. Stay tuned! 

 

Social Studies 

From the desks of Mrs. Muller and Mr. Gause: 
 

In Social Studies this month, all students will 
be completing the yearly Bloom Ball 
Project.  The Bloom Balls will be due on 
January 8, 2018, but can be submitted early 
if completed.  The sixth graders will be 
completing their projects on a River Valley 
Civilization.  Seventh graders will choose a 
Revolution from the Age of Revolutions and 
expand on how they are interconnected.   

The eighth grade students will focus on 
South Carolina during its early days.  This 
project is very fun and exciting as a review 
tool from the first semester.  Completed 
projects will be displayed in our community 
room for all to see. 

Moving into the completion of the second 
quarter, sixth graders are studying Ancient 
Greece and Rome.  They will be doing a 
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cross-curricular research project within their ELA classes.  The seventh graders are learning how 
nationalism and the Industrial Revolution lead to dramatic changes in society that did not always have 
positive results.  The eighth grade students are wrapping up their unit on governments and moving 
toward the American Civil War.  All of the students will have at least one project on each work plan to 
give them an opportunity to express their knowledge in a creative manner. 

 

English Language Arts 

From the desk of Mrs. Woods:  
 

In 6th grade, the children began their mythology unit.  Their readings include myths and informational 
text about the formation and role mythology played in history.  The students are working on a research 
project for Ancient Greece and Ancient Rome.  They were able to choose from a variety of tasks that 
address multiple interests.  Each contains a finished product such as a food item from the time, a 
diorama or a model. There is a writing component with each project as well.  The will present their 
projects after Winter Break.  They continue to work on reading informational text, annotating and 
participating in seminars.  Recently, we had a more in-depth lesson on the types of questions that 
require higher level thinking.  The children are also working on increasing vocabulary and root word 
knowledge.  
 
The 7th and 8th graders have completed their novel units and are now working on a Utopia unit.  This 
unit includes independent, small group and whole group collaboration, research and discussions.  Their 
end products will be creating a society of their own which has multiple components including 
government, geography, social issues and artistic expression.  The children are all very excited about this 
project.  Please ask your child to discuss their ideas with you!  I also encourage the children to keep up 
with current events as they will be given real world situations to address in their societies.  They are also 
reading multiple informational texts to be used for seminars and annotations. Our recent seminars 
regarding racism and stereotypes were engaging and encouraging!  
 
The children should be reading 30 or more minutes each night.  If they have gotten behind in 
assignments, I will be sending home a missed assignment list for them.  They have the option of 
completing the assignments and turning them in after the Winter Break for a reduced grade.   This is not 
a requirement, but is encouraged for those students who find themselves with a grade they aren’t 
happy with. 
 

From the desk of Mrs. Odom:  
These last few weeks have been filled with anticipation as the 7th and 8th grade students anxiously 

awaited their project packets for their Utopia/Avatar project. If you have not heard about their projects, 

please ask them! They have some great ideas!  
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Sixth graders finally finished their Ancient Civilization projects. I am 

surprised at the in depth information that was presented as students 

discussed everything from mummification processes to diet. I am 

glad I gave them the extra time to work on these projects instead of 

rushing them through. Aside from the ancient civilizations project, 

students had to also complete a Greek mask for the adapted version 

of Oedipus Rex. Students had to pick one of the major characters 

from the play, state their fate, use words to describe them, and pull 

evidence from the text to support their opinions. They then had to 

create a mask showing the struggles the character faced throughout 

the play. The rest of this quarter will be spent working heavily on 

writing (specifically text dependent analysis) and reading a variety of 

articles on hot topic issues.  
Seventh grade started their Avatar Pandora project and 8th grade 

started their Utopia projects. The Avatar project is based on an 

ancient civilization that students will create. In this ancient civilization, they must create their perfect 

world and demonstrate how a connection to the environment helps them thrive. This is not an easy 

project nor will it take a week to complete. There are numerous essays, articles, lessons, and discussions 

that take place along this journey. Students have to understand the issues that plague us in our current 

society and how they would prevent them from happening in their Pandora. Students have complete 

creative freedom, which is a paradigm shift for many of them. They are so used to us telling them what 

to do and how to do it, but this process will give them the skills they need to develop their inquiry skills.  

All 8th grade students are currently working on a Utopia project. It is similar to the 7th grade project, but 

it includes more detail and it can incorporate technology and take place in the future. As with the 7th 

grade project, their Utopias are a reflection of what they believe a perfect society should look like. Our 

discussions are more of me asking questions and playing both sides of the argument to encourage free 

thinkers. Students never know what I am thinking. The space we use to discuss issues is really their 

space and they love for their voices to be heard. I do not control the discussion, they do. I simply watch 

them grow into creative thinkers and doers. They’ve learned to question everything and dig deeper for 

information. This skill will help them beyond the four walls of my classroom and teach them skills that is 

needed for college and the workforce. Ask them what they are learning and you’d be surprised to hear 

their insightful thoughts.  

All 7th and 8th graders will start up with weekly current events again as it prepares them for their Avatar 

and Utopia project. These are due every Monday. Have a happy and safe holiday season! 
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Racism Seminar: Addressing Tough Issues 

Maria Montessori stated, "The child's 

development follows a path of successive 

stages of independence, and our knowledge of 

this must guide us in our behavior towards 

him. We have to help the child to act, will and 

think for himself. This is the art of serving the 

spirit, an art which can be practiced to 

perfection only when working among children" 

(The Absorbent Mind, p. 257). 
A few weeks ago, we held our first seminar on racism and although the topic of conversation was one 

we rarely discuss, the students handled it with class. Every single student respected the ideas and 

perceptions of others and some were made painfully aware of what has gone on in our communities 

and society. Students were able to give feedback about the deadly car attack in Charlottesville, VA and 

how it connects some very personal experiences. Along with the article, we watched a clip the 

showcased stereotypes and racism from both parties. This seminar highlighted how our actions and 

bystander attitude encourages others to isolate and discriminate those around us. There were tears and 

hugs at the end of the seminar as many students realized that they’ve turned a blind eye to comments 

they’ve heard in our community. It was not our intention to bring students to tears, it was actually 

completely unexpected, but our students genuinely care about one another. The culture and philosophy 

of Montessori has instilled in them a true sense of community and belonging that we continuously 

foster as teachers and parents. They urged for more seminars like this so that they could continue 

having these “difficult” but necessary conversations.  

 

 This quarter has been filled with 

numerous opportunities for 

students to complete their service 

learning hours. Students could have 

earned three hours doing Operation 

Christmas Child boxes and an 

additional three hours doing 

Blessing Bags. We understand the 

struggle to get students into 

different activiities because most 

places require them to be a certain age. However, projects like the blessing bags are something that 

students can do in small groups to earn hours. We encourage students to bring in different 

opportunities from their places of worship and any where that they know needs help. Parents have also 

helped out by informing us of different service learning opportunities. We have quite a few students 
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who finished all of their hours and are still volunteering. They enjoy serving others and building 

relationships. 

Montessori’s Erdkinder Model  

Source: Tomorrow’s Child http://wmpcs.org/Montessorihighschool.pdf  

The Montessori model of middle-level education is based on an understanding of the developmental 

needs and learning tendencies of early adolescents. Incorporating all of the elements of today’s middle-

level programs, the Montessori model originally added one other unique idea. Writing in 1937, Dr. Maria 

Montessori recommended involving early adolescents with the land. She called her middle level 

program the Erdkinder — the children of the land.  

Montessori believed the designs of puberty warranted a holiday from traditional lecture-based 

instruction. Instead of confining students to classrooms, she proposed instead a program that would 

help them accomplish two key developmental tasks of early adolescence in becoming psychologically 

and economically independent. Only then, she argued, could early adolescents escape from the 

pettiness of puberty and take seriously the realities of life in society.  

The Montessori Erdkinder model was a farm-based boarding school where students would live 

throughout the year and manage a hostel or hotel for visiting parents. The students would sell farm 

goods and other products in their own store. Farm management and store economics would form the 

basis of meaningful academic studies. The Erdkinder curriculum would encourage self-expression 

through music, art, public speaking, and theater. Students would also study languages, mathematics, 

science, history of civilizations, cultures, and technological innovations.  

The Erdkinder would also possess a “museum of machinery,” where students could assemble, use, and 

repair their own farm equipment. The Montessori middle school is an example of successful middle-

level programs. Since 1982 an estimated 60 private and 15 public schools now offer 6th - 8th or 7th - 8th 

grade Montessori programs. Various aspects of the Erdkinder model are found in some of these 

programs. Students in one program go to the land for a week to build shelters, cultivate crops, and 

recycle. Students in another program run a baby-sitting business. These kinds of “practical-life” activities 

are essential. 

************ 

Dr. Montessori wrote, “Just as nature is brought by the labour of man to a higher degree of beauty and 

usefulness, so man must raise himself to a state that is higher than his natural state, and the land-child 

must see that society is in a state of ascent from nature in which he, as a civilized and religious man 

must play his part” (From Childhood to Adolescence, p. 65). And 60 years later, Dr. Montessori’s words 

still hold true. The very foundation of the Montessori program rests on Erdkinder. Therefore, Erdkinder 

must be a thoughtful and organic experience that allows students to become independent individuals 

while still learning to work with others. Next year, students in 7th and 8th grade will attend a 3 night 

http://wmpcs.org/Montessorihighschool.pdf
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Erdkinder outside of Asheville, NC. To prepare for Erdkinder, a list will be emailed and handed to all 

rising 7th and 8th graders so that they can begin purchasing or gathering items needed for their trip. In 

order for this trip to be a success, students will have between now and August to raise money or find 

sponsors for the trip. It is our hope that students raise enough money so that 75% - 100% of the 

payment is covered for the trip through fundraising. The trip will cost approximately $200. All students 

must attend Erdkinder, we cannot stress the importance of this experience or duplicate it. We are 

excited about this opportunity and we know it will positively impact our program. 

- Montessori Teachers 

 

 

Hi Parents, 

We believe that our relationship with our 

students’ parents is essential to their 

growth. The Montessori classroom is a space where learning and growing happens, but not without your 

support. The following opportunities are open to parents who would like to volunteer some of their 

time or take the lead on some of these projects.  

Comprehension Crusaders: We are looking for people who would like to come in and work with 

students on additional reading comprehension skills. This entails having students read to you and vice 

versa and engaging in discussions with them about the text. 

  
We also need help with:  

 Wood carvings and building  
 Classroom projects  
 Organizing resources  
 Building and maintaining a sustainable garden  

 End of the year Service Learning Banquet and Gallery Walk  
 

We are looking for a T-shirt Screen Printer 

Machine or a Cricut Maker 

If you know where we can possible get one or if you have one to donate, 

please let us know! Our microbusiness needs one to get things rolling! 

Contact Brian Odom if you have any details! 

Brian.odom@richlandone.org  

 

mailto:Brian.odom@richlandone.org
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What do Students Lose by Being Perfect? Valuable 
Failure 

Source: ww2.kqed.org/mindshift/2015/08/12/what-do-students-lose-by-being-perfect-
valuable-failure/    

Holly Korbey 

 

In the first pages of Being Wrong, Kathryn Schulz writes, “In our collective imagination, error is 
associated not just with shame and stupidity but also with ignorance, indolence, 
psychopathology, and moral degeneracy.” This cultural terror of messing up, combined with 
modern modes of parenting and schooling obsessed with narrow versions of academic and 
career “success,” are making students more than risk-averse. 

Books like How to Raise an Adult and Teach Your Children Well say kids are coming to college 
“underconstructed,” at best unsure of who they are and where they fit, at worst anxious and 
depressed, because their parents have protected them from the uncomfortable and 
unacceptable state of being wrong. Focused on getting the grades or winning the game and 
excused from helping out around the house, these children have internalized the pressure, and 
it’s morphed into a monster that paralyzes kids in their ability to take risks, screw up, find out 
the consequences and learn from their mistakes. 
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Sponsored By 

Parent and educator Jessica Lahey, author of the new book The Gift of Failure, wants parents 
(and teachers) to back off. She said it’s time for adults to do the responsible thing and let the 
children fail. Trying something and failing, she writes, is how children learn and make 
discoveries about themselves and the world around them. This applies to unloading the 
dishwasher as well as the science fair. Becoming autonomous gives children pride in themselves 
and their abilities, and makes them independent thinkers and doers who can cope with the ups 
and downs of life. 

Stop bringing forgotten homework to school, Lahey tells the parents of her students. 

But it will be messy, and adults should expect as much. To Lahey’s credit, The Gift of Failure 
defiantly rejects the binary choices of either “triumphant or bumbling adulthood” as end goals, 
and sees growing up as a series of peaks and valleys with lots of time to figure things out in 
between. Instead, she offers practical advice, steeped in the latest research, on how to let kids 
find their own way as parents and teachers guide them, the key word being guide — not 
instruct, dictate, or enable. Giving kids autonomy may or may not make them a big “success,” 
but the research supports that it will make kids happier, less anxious and depressed, and more 
fulfilled to work towards agency in their own lives. 

Lahey taught middle school for more than a dozen years, and said that in that period of time, 
she watched as kids went from cautious to take risks to too terrified to even make a move — 
write a sentence, for example — without considering what people might think or how it would 
affect their grade. 

“The thing I began to notice was not the fear of an ‘F’, it was the fear of any mistake,” she said. 
“It’s not that students couldn’t get to a final draft, they couldn’t get even their ideas down. 
From a teacher’s point of view, that’s a nightmare! If they can’t take a risk, then certainly they 
aren’t raising their hand with an I-wanna-try-this-idea-out kind of thing.” 

Many educators already know this, but what to do about it? Educators can play a crucial part in 
helping kids to get comfortable with failure, which Lahey calls “autonomy-supportive teaching” 
and goes hand-in-hand with “autonomy-supportive parenting.” She says there are ways 
educators can encourage parents to let go, and here are a few: 

Encourage parents to think of raising a child as a long-haul job 

Stop bringing forgotten homework to school, Lahey tells the parents of her students. And stop 
stressing over how your daughter will do on next week’s quiz: instead, focus on what your 
daughter can learn if she does it all herself, without nagging and pestering and pressure. If she 
does indeed fail the quiz, she may be forced to ask herself what went wrong, and what she 
could do better next time. Parenting is a long-haul job, Lahey says, and parents and teachers 
need to think more about what’s going to make kids happy in the long term. In the case of the 
quiz, the short-term goal is getting an ‘A,’ but the long-term goal of self-sufficiency eclipses that 
minor ‘A’ by a long shot. 
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“It’s so freeing!” she said. “You can stop worrying about the stupid details of the moment-to-
moment junk, and start focusing on the big things. Just think about where your kid was one 
year ago today. They’re amazing!” Lahey said she’s not sure if adults just forget, or worry that’s 
not true. She suspects, though, that parents don’t see the amazing growth in kids because they 
aren’t given the opportunity to show it very often. 

Focus on Process Instead of Product 

Lahey confesses this is a tricky balance, especially since schools today are inherently — almost 
obsessively — focused on product (and may inadvertently be contributing to parents’ anxieties 
over academic success). But there are ways to get around that, she says. 

Adjust expectations (and grades) to make room for real student work. In the book, Lahey asks a 
kindergarten teacher what her kids can do that their parents don’t think they can. She 
responds: “Everything!” In autonomy-supportive teaching, work that students plan and 
orchestrate themselves will look like — well, like a kid did it. That means no more science 
projects worthy of their own Nobel. “Teachers need to move their expectations as well. Our 
lines for where grades should be have creeped up anyway, based on our expectations for what 
the product should look like. Our expectations have been skewed by the work of the parents.” 

Lahey knows that teachers love to hear that a parent has decided to make the child more 
responsible for his own learning: “If you tell your teacher you’re making the move to more 
autonomy-supportive parenting, and to please hold your child to consequences without letting 
the kid off the hook? If you ask the teacher to help you through this — that this is the only way 
your child is going to learn? Just knowing when a parent is interested in supporting a student’s 
voice and ability to speak up for themselves: a teacher will kiss you on the lips for that!” 

Back away from the parent portal 

One of the biggest pitfalls to autonomy-supportive parenting, Lahey says, are the parent portal 
websites, with access to up-to-the-minute feedback about scores and grades. Lahey and her 
husband decided to forgo the parent portal for their older child. They handed the password 
over to their son, telling him he’d need to let them know if he was in academic trouble. Some of 
her friends were shocked, “as if we were defaulting on our parental duty,” she writes. “I 
disagree. Checking in on children’s grades is a type of surveillance, which is one of the forms of 
control and is often mentioned in the research as an enemy of autonomy and intrinsic 
motivation.” 

For parents who decide to forego the parent portal (or only check it occasionally), Lahey 
recommends sending a note to teachers about the decision, explaining that your student is now 
responsible for her own communication information. 

Consider the Fear of Failure May Affect More Kids Than You Think 

Some educators have called out the rash of overparenting books as only written for a few 
upper-class parents; some have called The Overstressed American Child “a myth.” Many 
students are well-acquainted with failure, both their own personal shortcomings as well as the 
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systemic failures of their schools and homes. While Lahey openly admits that The Gift of Failure 
doesn’t apply to everyone, she cautions that it’s not just the 1% who are terrified of their kids 
failing: “What I did find out by talking to teachers, is that it’s far more pervasive than we 
thought,” Lahey said. “We’re talking about a big chunk, a lot of middle class kids are getting the 
same kind of pressure,” as kids at the top. Many times, she said, the pressure’s even greater if a 
family doesn’t have the means to pay for college — especially when it comes to sports and 
scholarships. 

Fear of failure destroys the love of learning 

In chapter 2, Lahey relates the story of one of her students, capable and intelligent Marianna, 
who has “sacrificed her natural curiosity and and love of learning at the altar of achievement, 
and it’s our fault.” 

We taught her that her potential is tied to her intellect, and her intellect is more important than 
her character. We taught her to protect her academic and extracurricular perfection at all costs 
and that it’s better to quit when things get challenging rather than risk marring that perfection. 

Above all else, we have taught her to fear failure, and that fear has destroyed her love of 
learning. 

And this is the real shame: fear of failure taints the waters of learning, keeping kids from taking 
risks. Making failure normal — even celebrated — Lahey contends, may be uncomfortable in 
the short-term, but in the long haul makes for happier, more confident kids. 
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This article was given to us by Mrs. Hall and Dr. Turner who both attended a Montessori 
workshop last month. Certainly, this is an issue that needs to be discussed as a Montessori family. 

We Need to Talk About Kids and 
Smartphones 

By Markham Heid  

Updated: October 10, 2017 8:24 AM ET 

For more, visit TIME Health. 

Nina Langton had no right to be depressed. At least, that’s how she saw it. 
She had a great group of friends, lived in a prosperous neighborhood, and was close with 
her parents. Like most 16-year-olds at her Connecticut high school, Nina spent much of her 
free time on her smartphone. But unlike many of her classmates, she was never “targeted” 
on social media—her word for the bullying and criticism that took place daily on sites like 
Snapchat. “Part of what made my depression so difficult was that I didn’t understand why I 
was feeling so sad,” she says. 
 
Later, after her attempted suicide and during her stay at a rehabilitation facility, Nina and 
her therapist identified body image insecurity as the foundation of her woe. “I was 
spending a lot of time stalking models on Instagram, and I worried a lot about how I 
looked,” says Nina, who is now 17. She’d stay up late in her bedroom, looking at social 
media on her phone, and poor sleep—coupled with an eating disorder—gradually 
snowballed until suicide felt like her only option. “I didn’t totally want to be gone,” she 
says. “I just wanted help and didn’t know how else to get it.”  
 
Nina’s mom, Christine Langton, has a degree in public health and works at a children’s 
hospital. Despite her professional background, she says she was “completely caugh t off 
guard” by her daughter’s suicide attempt. “Nina was funny, athletic, smart, personable . . . 
depression was just not on my radar,” she says. 
 
In hindsight, Langton says she wishes she had done more to moderate her daughter’s 
smartphone use. “It didn’t occur to me not to let her have the phone in her room at night,” 
she says. “I just wasn’t thinking about the impact of the phone on her self -esteem or self-
image until after everything happened.” 
 
It seems like every generation of parents has a collective freak-out when it comes to kids 
and new technologies; television and video games each inspired widespread hand-wringing 
among grown-ups. But the inescapability of today’s mobile devices—coupled with the 
personal allure of social media—seems to separate smartphones from older screen-based 

http://time.com/author/markham-heid/
http://time.com/time-health/
http://time.com/4876098/new-hope-for-depression/
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media. Parents, teens and researchers agree smartphones are having a profound impact on 
the way adolescents today communicate with one another and spend their free time. And 
while some experts say it’s too soon to ring alarm bells about smartphones, others argue 
we understand enough about young people’s emotional and developmental vulnerabilities 
to recommend restricting kids’ escalating phone habit.  
 
The latest statistics on teen mental health underscore the urgency of this debate. 
Between 2010 and 2016, the number of adolescents who experienced at least one major 
depressive episode leapt by 60%, according to a nationwide survey conducted by the  U.S. 
Department of Health and Human Services. The 2016 survey of 17,000 kids found that 
about 13% of them had a major depressive episode, compared to 8% of the kids surveyed 
in 2010. Suicide deaths among people age 10 to 19 have also risen sharply, according to 
the latest data from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Young women are 
suffering most; a CDC report released earlier this year showed suicide among teen girls has 
reached 40-year highs. All this followed a period during the late-1990s and early 2000s 
when rates of adolescent depression and suicide mostly held steady or declined.  
 
“These increases are huge—possibly unprecedented,” says Jean Twenge, a professor of 
psychology at San Diego State University and author of iGen, which examines how today’s 
super-connected teens may be less happy and less prepared for adulthood than past 
generations. In a peer-reviewed study that will appear later this year in the journal  Clinical 
Psychological Science, Twenge shows that, after 2010, teens who spent more time on new 
media were more likely to report mental health issues than those who spent time on non-
screen activities. 
 
Using data collected between 2010 and 2015 from more than 500,000 adolescents 
nationwide, Twenge’s study found kids who spent three hours or more a day on 
smartphones or other electronic devices were 34% more likely to suffer at least one 
suicide-related outcome—including feeling hopeless or seriously considering suicide—than 
kids who used devices two hours a day or less. Among kids who used electronic devices 
five or more hours a day, 48% had at least one suicide-related outcome. 
 
Twenge also found that kids who used social media daily were 13% more likely to report 
high levels of depressive symptoms than those who used social less frequently. Overall, 
kids in the study who spent low amounts of time engaged in in-person social interaction, 
but high amounts of time on social media, were the most likely to be depressed.  
Twenge is quick to acknowledge that her research does not prove a cause-and-effect 
relationship exists between smartphones and depression. “It’s possible that depressed kids 
are just more likely to spend time on their devices,” she says. “But that doesn’t answer the 
question of what caused this sudden upswing in teen depression and suicide.”  
 
Some experts have pointed to the aftermath of the Great Recession, or rising student 
workloads, as possible non-device explanations for young people’s recent struggles. “But 
when you look at the economic or homework data, it doesn’t line up with the rise in teen 

https://www.hhs.gov/
https://www.hhs.gov/
https://www.cdc.gov/
http://www.jeantwenge.com/igen-book-by-dr-jean-twenge/
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suicide or depression,” Twenge says. Youth smartphone ownership does. “I’m open to 
exploring other factors, but I think the more we learn about kids and smartphones, the 
more we’re going to see that limiting their exposure is a good idea.”  
 
Others agree it’s time to approach adolescent device use with greater caution. “What this 
generation is going through right now with technology is a giant experiment, and we don’t 
know what’s going to happen,” says Frances Jensen, chair of neurology at the University of 
Pennsylvania’s Perelman School of Medicine. While the science on kids and technology is 
incomplete, Jensen says what we already know about the minds of tweens and teens 
suggests giving a young person all-the-time access to an Internet-connected device “may 
be playing with fire.” 
 
The teenage brain 
 
To understand how device use may be affecting a young person’s mental health, it’s 
important to recognize the complex changes occurring in an adolescent’s still -developing 
brain. 
 
For one thing, that brain is incredibly plastic and able to adapt—that is, physically 
change—in response to novel activities or environmental cues, says UPenn’s Jensen, who is 
the author of The Teenage Brain. 
 
Some research has already linked media multitasking—texting, using social media and 
rapidly switching among smartphone-based apps—with lower gray-matter volume in the 
brain’s anterior cingulate cortex (ACC), a region involved in emotion processing and 
decision making. More research has associated lower ACC volumes with depression and 
addiction disorders. 
 
“We know for a fact teens have very underdeveloped impulse control and empathy and 
judgment compared to adults,” Jensen says. This may lead them to disturbing online 
content or encounters—stuff a more mature mind would know to avoid. Teens also have a 
hyperactive risk-reward system that allows them to learn—but also to become addicted—
much more quickly than grown-ups, she says. Research has linked social media and other 
phone-based activities with an uptick in feel-good neurochemicals like dopamine, which 
could drive compulsive device use and promote feelings of distraction, fatigue, or 
irritability when kids are separated from their phones. 
 
Even if smartphones aren’t the root cause of a teen’s anxiety or other issues, Jensen adds, 
they may turn out to be an accelerant—the gasoline that turns a flicker of adolescent angst 
into a blaze. 
 
Another area of the brain—the prefrontal cortex—is critical for focus and interpreting 
human emotion, and doesn’t fully develop until a person’s mid-20s, says Paul Atchley, a 
professor of psychology at the University of Kansas. “During our teenage years, it’s 

https://www.harpercollins.com/9780062067869/the-teenage-brain
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important to train that prefrontal cortex not to be easily distracted,” he says. “What we’r e 
seeing in our work is that young people are constantly distracted, and also less sensitive to 
the emotions of others.” 
 
While the research on smartphones is preliminary, Atchley says he believes studies will 
eventually show a clearer connection between the negative trends in teen mental health 
and rising smartphone use. But some scientists contend there isn’t enough cause -and-
effect evidence to condemn smartphones. 
 
“I see the rise in depression, especially among girls, and I understand why people are 
making these connections with new technologies,” says Candice Odgers, a professor of 
psychology and neuroscience at Duke University who has published research on teens and 
tech. “But so far, we have very little data to suggest mobile technologies are causing 
anxiety or social impairments.” She points to evidence that some young people, 
particularly marginalized groups like LGBT youth, can derive benefits from online 
communication through supportive exchanges with friends and family.  
 
Odgers adds that jumping to conclusions and vilifying smartphones may lead us away from 
factors that may turn out to be more significant—a worry raised by other experts. “This is 
such a serious and polarizing issue that I think we need to set aside our assumptions until 
we have stronger data,” she says. At the same time, she doesn’t condone unrestricted 
smartphone access at any age. “I’m certainly not advocating giving an 8 -year-old a 
smartphone,” she says. “But if you ask me what age is appropriate, or how much use is 
safe, I don’t think the existing evidence provides those answers.”  
 
As researchers debate appropriate public health messaging, kids are receiving their first 
smartphone at ever-younger ages—the average is 10, according to one recent estimate—
and they’re spending more and more time on their devices. 
 
“I am probably on my phone 10 hours a day,” says Santi Potočnik Senarighi, a 16 -year-old 
eleventh grader in Denver. Even when he’s not actively using his phone, Santi says it’s 
always with him, and he never considers taking a break. “This is part of my life and part of 
my work, and [that] means I need to be in constant contact.”  
 
Santi’s dad, Billy Potočnik, says he worries about his son’s phone habit, as Santi is 
struggling in school. But every one of Santi’s friends has a smartphone and uses it 
constantly, and so Potočnik says confiscating his son’s phone feels oppressive. “If I try to 
take it away from him, he tells me he’s not doing anything bad on it,” which Potočnik says 
is usually true, “and it turns into a struggle.” 
 
He and other parents say enduring that struggle day after day feels overwhelming. And to 
complicate matters, many schools and after-school groups now use social media or online 
platforms to coordinate events, or to post grades and homework. “It’s not as simple as 
saying, okay, time to take a break from your phone,” Potočnik says.  
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How teens ‘talk’ 
 
Colleen Nisbet has been a high school guidance counselor for more than two decades. One 
of her duties at Connecticut’s Granby Memorial High School is to monitor students during 
their lunch periods. “Lunch was always a very social time when students were interacting 
and letting out some energy,” she says. “Now they sit with their phones out and barely talk 
to each other.” 
 
This scene—of kids collecting in parks or at one another’s houses only to sit silently and 
stare at screens—comes up over and over again when talking with parents and kids. 
“When you’re with people you don’t know well or there’s nothing to talk about, phones 
are out more because it’s awkward,” says Shannon Ohannessian, a 17-year-old senior at 
Farmington High School in Connecticut. 
 
That avoidance of face-to-face interaction worries Brian Primack, director of the University 
of Pittsburgh’s Center for Research on Media, Technology, and Health. “Human beings are 
social animals,” he says. “We evolved over millions of years to respond to eye contact and 
touch and shared laughter and real things right in front of us.” There’s strong research 
linking isolation to depression, and time spent socializing with improved mood and well -
being. If smartphones are getting between an adolescent and her ability to engage in and 
enjoy face-to-face interaction—and some studies suggest that’s happening—that’s a big 
deal, Primack says. 
 
But while they’re not always speaking out loud, kids today are talking to each other—and 
about each other. They’re just doing it on their phones. Not all that talk is friendly. “They 
tell me they’re making comments or criticizing each other to friends while they’re all sitting 
together,” says Nisbet, the guidance counselor. Something about the phone just seems to 
“take the filter off,” she adds. 
 
Backbiting and mean-girl gossip are nothing new, of course. But research suggests that, 
even among adults, the Internet has a disinhibition effect that leads people to speak in 
coarser, crueler ways then they would offline. 
 
Maryellen Pachler, a Yale-trained nurse practitioner who specializes in the treatment of 
adolescent anxiety disorders, says her job used to involve convincing her patients that 
their fears were largely irrational. “Now I don’t think they’re irrational at all,” she says. “If 
you raise your hand in class or say something silly, I think it’s likely your classmates will be 
texting or posting something about it.” 
 
She says the glamor and gleam of social media is also fueling a rise in teen anxiety. “My 
patients see their friends’ Snapchat or Instagram photos where they look so happy, and 
they feel like they’re the only ones who are faking it,” she says , referencing what 
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researchers call the highlight reel effect of social media. “I want to tell them, listen, this 
girl you’re jealous of—she was in here with me yesterday!” 
Teens agree social-media whitewashing is the rule, not the exception. “No one’s going to 
post something that makes them look bad,” Ohannessian says. “I know that, but it’s still 
hard to separate what you see on social media from real life.”  
 
What’s next for teens and phones 
 
There are doubtless many factors contributing to teen depression. Parents say kids today 
are busier than ever before—their lives increasingly crammed with the extracurriculars 
required to gain admission to a good college. But even those researchers who aren’t ready 
to slam smartphones say it’s important to restrict an  adolescent’s device habit, and that 
too much social media or media multitasking is likely harmful. 
 
“I don’t think these devices are the main cause, but I think they contribute to a lot of the 
things we worry about,” says David Hill, director of the  American Academy of Pediatrics 
(AAP) Council on Communications and Media. “I speak to parents who are very concerned, 
and my take is to be much more rigid about setting limits—especially when it comes to 
phones in the bedroom at night.” 
 
But the AAP’s current guidelines do not offer specifics when it comes to appropriate 
smartphone limits for children older than 6, and public health officials generally say 
parents should decide what is right for their kids, without offering specifics.  
Educators are also grappling with smartphone-related dilemmas. Most schools allow 
smartphone use between classes and during free periods, but teachers say keeping 
students off their phones during class has become a tremendous burden.  
 
Gina Spiers, an English teacher at San Lorenzo High School near Oakland, Calif., says she 
used to confiscate phones, but students would panic and cause a disruption in class. She 
and her school are fighting back—with encouraging results. 
 
Starting this fall, San Lorenzo High joined several schools nationwide in working with a 
company called Yondr to restrict smartphone access during school hours. Yondr makes 
small, lockable phone pouches that students keep with them, but that can’t be opened 
until the end of the day. 
 
“The changes have already been profound,” says Allison Silvestri, San Lorenzo’s principal. 
Kids are more focused and engaged during class, and student journals suggest the high 
schoolers are feeling less anxious and more relaxed. Silvestri says fewer fights have broken 
out this semester—a benefit she attributes to the absence of social media. “They have to 
look each other in the eye to make conflict happen,” she says. “There’s so much more joy 
and interaction, and I can’t count the number of parents who have asked me, ‘How do I 
buy this for my home?’” 
 

https://www.aap.org/en-us/about-the-aap/Committees-Councils-Sections/Council-on-Communications-Media/Pages/default.aspx
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The smartphone experiment at San Lorenzo doesn’t meet the standards of the scientific 
method. But it’s one more piece of evidence linking mobile devices with the troubles 
today’s teen are facing. While there are no doubt helpful and healthy ways young people 
could use smartphones to enrich their lives, it’s becoming harder to argue that the status 
quo—near-ubiquitous teen smartphone ownership, coupled with more-or-less unfettered 
Internet access—is doing kids good. 
 
A few months after her suicide attempt, Nina Langton addressed her high school 
classmates and spoke openly about her depression. She described the stigma of mental 
illness, and lamented the fact that, while many teens experience depression, very few are 
willing to talk about it or ask for help. “I was worried for so long about opening up about 
my struggles because I thought I would be judged ,” she said. 
 
After she gave the speech, “so many people my age reached out to me about their own 
experiences with technology and depression and therapy,” she says. “I think this is a big 
problem that needs to be talked about more.” 
 

Source: http://time.com/4974863/kids-smartphones-depression/  
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