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Introduction
Our friends say we must be crazy to work with
fifth and sixth graders or that we must have been
tricked into being part of the junior high staff.
They can’t comprehend why any normal adult
would work with these crazy, high-energy, awk-
ward, unpredictable, hard-to-understand young
people. We can’t imagine investing our lives in
anything better than these incredible preteens.

Why such contradictory views of ministry to early
adolescents? The key is understanding—or should
we say the lack thereof. Few people understand or
take time to understand preteens. With this book
we hope to help you and the preteen teachers and
leaders with whom you work to better understand
and more effectively minister to these special
young people whom God dearly loves.

Research shows us that early adolescence, that
period of life from 10 to 14 years of age, is the
second most important developmental stage in the
human life (birth to 3 years of age being the most
influential time). But experience tells us that kids
in this age level are dropping through the cracks
in our church ministries. Some have called them
“tweenagers,” but they’re not really. It’s not that
they are between two stages; they are in their own
identifiable stage of life. 

Unfortunately, many public schools and most
churches find it difficult to meet the needs of
young people in this stage of life. Consequently,
both schools and churches too often approach pre-
teens as either children or as teenagers, without
recognizing their unique developmental chal-
lenges and emerging social needs. Preteens need
and deserve more than this. 

How to deal with early adolescents has been a
major focus in our public school systems for
almost 20 years. “Throughout the 1980s, middle
level schools were changing. While programmat-
ic changes were gradual, many schools, in an
effort to recognize and respond to the earlier onset
of puberty, changed grade-level configurations.”1

And now, because of changes in our public
schools and changes in our kids, ministry to late
elementary and junior high kids is perhaps one of
the hottest issues facing many ministries today.
Pull together a group of children’s ministers or
junior high pastors and the issue of what to do
with sixth graders is bound to come up. Talk to a
group of parents and they are understandably con-
cerned about whether their child will make the
jump from the church’s children’s program to its
youth program. Talk to the kids and too many of
them are just bored and turned off by their expe-
riences at church.

In section 1, “Firming Up Your Philosophy:
Understanding Preteens and Preteen Ministry,”
you will discover who these kids really are—
according to them and according to educational
researchers. It will help you design needs-based
programming specifically for those characteris-
tics and decide how your church might best group
and grade early adolescents, without dropping
them through the cracks. You will also be provid-
ed with ready-to-use outlines for talking with
your church board, staff, parents and kids as you
transition your ministry into one that will be more
effective and more exciting for everyone! This
section concludes with important tips for sharing
your vision with key volunteers as you recruit,
motivate and manage your ministry team.

© 2005 Gospel Light. Permission to photocopy granted. Preteen Ministry Smart Pages 7
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In section 2, “Implementing Your Vision: Making
Your Preteen Youth Group Work,” you will get
practical ideas for your early adolescent min-
istries that will work for your church, no matter
how you decide to group and grade your 10- to
14-year-olds. We will start with “The Big
Picture—A Model for Preteen Ministry,” which
presents a model that is ready to be implemented
in your church. Then we’ll provide numerous tips
and great ideas for how to make your church’s
preteen ministry a place that preteens will call
home, where they feel loved and included. The
rest of this section is jam-packed with specific,
tried-and-true activities recommended by suc-
cessful leaders from around the country, including
fun things to do, service projects and ways to get
kids involved in ministry inside and outside of
your church.

how to get the most out of your curriculum, tips
for mentoring preteens in ways that will make
a long-lasting impact on their lives and leading
preteens to salvation.

We want you, as someone involved in ministry to
early adolescents, to know that you are doing one
of the most essential works of ministry in the
church today. We are excited that you are involved
in the same adventure that we are, partnering with
us in a ministry that will affect some very special
kids for all eternity. We hope that this book will
be helpful to your ministry. And we thank the
many people who allowed us to share their stories
and experiences, especially those brave, humble
souls who were willing to admit that they didn’t
“have it all together” yet. In this ministry, all of us
are very much learners and adventurers!

And what a wild, fun adventure it is. Working with
early adolescents can be exhausting at times. It can
be painfully discouraging at times. But it can also
be the most exciting ministry that any of us ever
have the privilege (and responsibility) of being a
part of. What you are doing is of vital importance!
Hang in there and keep ministering to those kids
that you love. Because God loves them, too.

Note
1. Sally N. Clark and Donald C. Clark, Schools in the Middle (Reston, VA: National Association of Secondary School Principals, 

1992), p. ix.

Section 3, “Nuts and Bolts: Issues for Preteen
Ministry,” will deal head-to-head with the
hottest issues for those in preteen ministry that
we identified after talking with people from all
over the country who work with preteens. These
issues include handling the unique discipline
problems of early adolescents, creative ways to
nurture the early adolescent’s whole family,
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“Upon entering the world of the early adolescents, the observer
immediately faces what seems l ike an unfathomable array of dif-
ferences and discontinuit ies.The early adolescent is at one moment
coordinated and awkward, shy and aggressive, astute and absent-
minded, attentive and distracted, loving and ‘squirrely’ . ” 

—Michael A. James, “Early Adolescent Ego Development”1

Who Are These Preteens?

“It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of wisdom, it was the age of
foolishness, it was the epic of belief, it was the epic of incredulity, it was the season of Light,
it was the season of Darkness, it was the spring of hope, it was the winter of despair.”2 So said
Charles Dickens, and so say many of us who have survived early adolescence, that period of
human development now identified as occurring for most kids between the ages of 10 and 14
years. Which of us does not look back at our own early adolescent years and wonder how we

ever made it through them?

Preteens are filled with uncertainty. Everything is changing and all at one
time! No wonder we have ambivalent feelings about our own early ado-
lescent years. No wonder our students sometimes seem like they are on
a roller coaster of emotions. And no wonder we, as leaders, teachers
and parents of early adolescents, have a difficult time understanding
who these students are! 

Early adolescence is perhaps the most misunderstood period of human
development in our society today. Even professionals are finding this age

group to be a difficult one to research and define. Piaget neglected this transi-
tional period, jumping from childhood to adolescence. Freud and Erikson did not

recognize the period of early adolescence because “there was no well defined set of develop-
mental, social, and behavioral characteristics” for this age level.3

In fact, only in the past 20 years have psychologists and educators recognized the existence of
this specific, identifiable period of human development. We now understand that early adoles-
cence is that period of transitional development that exists between childhood and adolescence.
It typically lasts from age 10 to age 14. And it involves the transition from concrete thinking to
abstract thinking, from a child’s body to a young adult’s body, from emotional dependence 
to independence, and from primary focus on parents and family to interaction with peers.

Chapter 

1
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For too long, we have treated preteens as imma-
ture high school students or hard-to-handle ele-
mentary kids. This developmental period does not
belong to either childhood or adolescence. These
kids are not between two stages of life. They are
traveling through a specific, identifiable, wonder-
ful period of transitional growth and maturation. 

Early adolescence is unique—it is different from
childhood and from later adolescence. To try to
make it part of one or the other is a mistake that
creates problems and ignores the incredible poten-
tial of these great kids!

Kids Are Growing Up 
More Quickly—Or Are They?

The casual observer will conclude that preteens and
young teens are maturing faster than they used to.
Their bodies seem to be blossoming at an earlier
age. They are involved in far more sophisticated
activities, social interactions and issues than previ-
ous generations. Their world is confronting them
with much more serious problems and questions
than we had to address at their age. They know
more than their preteen predecessors did.

But are they truly maturing, or are they being
forced to grow up before their time? While their
bodies are advancing at earlier ages, are their
emotions and cognitive arenas keeping pace?

Watch movies or TV and you’ll quickly see that
various media are capitalizing on these physical
changes. Younger kids are more interested than
ever about their appearances and the look of their

peer group. Early adolescents are “big game” for
advertisers and moviemakers. They are being
drawn in as never before as consumers.

Socially, emotionally and mentally, kids are being
exposed to more mature material but may be no
more ready to deal with it than we were at their
age. David Elkind, in The Hurried Child, warns
us that children are being forced to grow up more
quickly than they ought to be. Through the media
and other sources, society is exposing our kids to
more mature concepts and visuals than ever
before. Any evening of TV watching exposes
young children to more than most of our parents
ever saw in the movies. “Children and adoles-
cents are . . . subject to impulses, desires, and
behaviors not previously encountered by this age
group. In part, this new awareness is due to social
processes. They are involved in a wider range of
social contact, through peers, school, media, and
more diverse family structures.”4

The fact that they are being forced to deal with all
of this does not mean that it is good for them or
that they are ready for it. Society has forced kids
to be more sophisticated. In some ways they are
maturing; in others, they are encountering things
they are not equipped emotionally to face. The
world of the early adolescent is more complex
and they are more socially aware. But what many
do not realize is that the preteen’s skill develop-
ment does not match this level of sophistication.
Their social contacts have pressured them to act
like adolescents before they become adolescents.

The Changes in Early 
Adolescents Are Having 

an Impact on Our Ministries

Even as researchers grapple with how to trans-
form education to meet the unique needs of this
age group, churches have to adapt ministry for
them as well. Children’s pastor Terry L. Buxton,
Sr., from Dallas, Texas, tells us, “There seems to
be an increasing lack of interest in what we are
doing in our ministry; it is viewed as too ‘kiddy’
for them. They desire more relationship-building
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activities. It’s hard to keep current with their age-
group culture.”

What Do Early Adolescents Really Need?

J The needs of early adolescents—according
to them. 

What do preteens want? We can learn a lot about
their perceived needs by listening to the questions
that they ask us at church. Here’s a top-10 list of
the questions your students are most likely to ask:

J Food! As mentioned once or twice above, food
is both a felt need and a real need! Kids are a lot
easier to work with when their stomachs are full.

J Friends! Preteens want to know “Who’s com-
ing?” because relationships are central to their
existence. They want to be around peers by
whom they feel accepted. Friends are a must. Our
style of ministry needs to maximize development
of relationships.

J Fun! They want to know what they’re going to
do, because they want to have fun playing and
being active with their friends. They also want to
be sure that they won’t be embarrassed by an activ-
ity that makes them feel awkward. Preteens
demand fun, so a certain amount of our ministry
must be devoted to entertainment.

J Focus! Early adolescents want to be the center
of attention—but only in certain ways. They de-
sire to be noticed by their peers and the signifi-
cant adults in their lives. So some of the things
they say and do at church may simply be to get the
attention they desire.

Although it is important to be sensitive to the likes
and dislikes of our students, we must avoid build-
ing our preteen ministry solely on what the kids say
they want or on what we assume they want. Just as
we would not consider parenting children by meet-
ing the children’s every whim, we should not
design our ministries with only the desires of the
kids in mind. We must provide bold leadership in
our ministry and carefully craft our preteen min-
istries according to the desires of the kids along
with what we know kids need and what we know
will help them grow spiritually—needs that even
the kids may not be able to express or understand.

J The needs of early adolescents—according to
the experts. 

Young adolescents have seven key developmental
needs according to research done by Peter Scales
of Search Institute:

1. Positive social interaction with adults and 
peers.

2. Structure and clear limits.

Questions Fifth and Sixth
Graders Ask at Church 

Are we going to have a snack?

Who’s coming?

What are we going to do now?

Are you sure?

What are we going to eat?

Really?

Is it time to go yet?

What did you say?

Do we have to?

When are we going to eat?

10

The Top 10

9

8

7

6

5

4

3

2

1

We may wish that preteens would ask:

J “What Bible verse can we memorize today?” or

J “Is there a needy person in our group that we can
show love to right now?”

But these aren’t the issues foremost on most preteen
minds. Their questions show their felt needs:

Chapter 1:Layout 1  4/15/09  12:00 PM  Page 13



© 2005 Gospel Light. Permission to photocopy granted. Preteen Ministry Smart Pages14

3. Physical activity.

4. Creative expression.

5. Competence and achievement.

6. Meaningful participation in families,  
schools, and communities.

7. Opportunities for self-definition.5

Each of these developmental needs may be under-
stood better in light of the physical, emotional,
social, intellectual and spiritual characteristics of
the preteen student.

The Physical Characteristics 
of Early Adolescents

J The rate of growth and changes in preteens
vary widely. This variation is seen between indi-
vidual preteens and between the genders. In gen-
eral, girls will grow more quickly and oftentimes
will be taller than boys during the early adoles-
cent years. Although the timing may differ, the
experience is similar. Growth in each individual
rapidly accelerates before pubescence and decel-
erates after pubescence. At some point after the
body reaches sexual maturity, the growth hor-
mone seems to stop its work. 

J Growth comes in spurts. Sudden spurts of
growth cause the preteen to be awkward and
clumsy. Bones grow faster than muscles, leaving
the child’s new bigger and better body uncoordi-
nated. Hands and feet mature before arms and

legs. While mom and dad are running to the shoe
store every week, the child’s feet are causing big
troubles. They are simply too big for the rest of
his or her body, and the extra three inches (7.5
cm) inevitably trip up the child! Legs and arms
grow faster than the trunk and are often the
source of growing pains. 

J Sudden growth causes fatigue. Just as in
younger children, this sudden growth creates
fatigue in early adolescents. Their bodies are work-
ing overtime to grow and change and they are left
with low energy and a greater need for sleep. 

A few years ago, we gave an 11-year-old friend
of the family his own copy of Dr. James Dob-
son’s book Preparing for Adolescence (see 
p. 183). This boy had always been an early riser.
Even on a Saturday, when he could have slept in,
he was up and going before 5 A.M. In the book, he
read Dr. Dobson’s explanation of this growth
process and the preteen’s need for sleep. Dobson
suggested that the preteen share with parents that
he or she truly is tired. The next Saturday the boy
slept until 11 A.M.!

J Early adolescents are very physical. They
like to be active and move about constantly.
Outside activities are popular at this age, because
this environment allows for large-muscle move-
ment and loud, boisterous activities. 

It is difficult for early adolescents to sit still for
long periods of time. Their growing bodies need to
be active and moving. Although they are easily
tired, they also have surges of energy that need to
be burned up. Growth spurts make them need
more food, yet eating more gives them more calo-
ries to burn. Exciting activities or competition can
overtire early adolescents, since their stamina and
endurance are not adequate to match their love for
activity. They are poor self-regulators when it
comes to balancing fun activities and rest or sleep.

J The preteen is bombarded with hormonal
changes. The early adolescent’s life is complex.
The onset of puberty causes a flood of hormones
into the body. New hormones affect the child
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physically, by causing dramatic growth and phys-
ical changes. They also affect far more than the
child’s body. The raging hormones dramatically
affect the early adolescent’s emotions.

The Emotional Characteristics 
of Early Adolescents

Erik Erikson wrote, “In no other stage of the life
cycle are the promises of finding oneself and the
threat of losing oneself so closely allied.”6

J Early adolescents are subject to tremen-
dous mood swings. These sudden changes are
often confusing for the parent or teacher, as well
as for the child. The preteen’s mood jumps sud-
denly and dramatically between love and hate,
happiness and fear, interest and boredom. These
mood swings influence every area of the preteen’s
life, from relationships to the desire to attend
church.

One mother of a 10-year-old girl put it this way:
“It’s hard to get her involved in anything right
now. It’s like she feels as if she’s already got so
much going on. And she’s so confused and so
mixed up emotionally. One minute she’s happy
and the next . . .” 

As significant adults working with early adoles-
cents, we need to remember that these kids have
little control over their emotions. We must be
patient with preteens who seem to overreact emo-
tionally to any given situation. They may laugh
one minute and cry the next. It is not their fault
that their changing environment and changing
chemistry collide and create wide swings in how
they feel about themselves, their peers and their
leaders. Our job is to help the preteen learn to
respond or act appropriately in spite of his or her
emotional state.

J Early adolescents can, however, control
their actions and words. It’s possible, but it’s not
easy! They need consistent training from loving,
calm, patient adults to learn to react appropriately
in spite of how they are feeling. Those who lead
early adolescents must be able to deal with their

own emotions in such a way that they can model
appropriate behavior and true Christian maturity.
The teacher or parent who has trouble handling
frustration or anger constructively will not get
very far helping early adolescents with their own
emotional turmoil. This is a very real part of dis-
cipling early adolescents.

We recently overheard a group of parents at a soc-
cer game sharing their struggles with their children
who were all going through this roller-coaster ride.
The parents were taking great solace in hearing
that they were not alone. A laugh now and then
emerged from the group as others could identify
with a particularly vexing anecdote. It reminded
us that part of our ministry to preteens involves
getting their teachers and their parents together to
compare notes with one another and recognize
their common challenge.

J Preteens are angry. Anger is one of the most
common emotions that emerge in the life of the
early adolescent. They are often quick-tempered.
This anger comes from a variety of sources,
including fatigue, feelings of inadequacy, rejec-
tion or uncertainty.

One preteen student at church had to be stopped
from repeatedly hitting another boy with a flat
kickball. He inflicted enough pain to cause the
other boy to cry. The teacher who stepped in to
break it up described the event by saying that the
offender seemed to have a need to beat up on
someone. There was no clear reason for the angry
outburst. Later that day, the same boy tripped and
later hit another youngster. 
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In a private session with the boy’s mother, a
series of negative issues in the boy’s life was
uncovered. These were understandable sources
of anger for the boy. In the midst of this emo-
tional period in his life, though, he had few skills
and no good patterns for releasing or appro-
priately expressing his frustration. This boy
required ongoing counseling and training to pro-
vide him with practical ways to avoid the inap-
propriate reactions.

There is always a reason for anger and for anger
being expressed inappropriately by early ado-
lescents. They must be taught skills and have
modeled for them patterns for processing feelings
of anger positively.

J Preteens are fearful. Their fear comes in the
form of worries. They have increasing demands
upon them in every area of life, and they have
anxiety about being able to perform to an accept-
able level, as they desire to please both their peers
and their parents or teachers.

Nonacceptance and rejection are the early adoles-
cent’s biggest worries in life. The preteen is con-
stantly evaluating whether he or she is fitting in
and receiving approval. Things like report card
grades and peer criticism are vital to the preteen’s
self-evaluation process.

Now, if you ask an early adolescent about fears,
he or she will most likely deny them. Especially
when those fears seem to be identified with
younger years, like being afraid of the dark. The
fears, however, are real. 

Because they don’t want to admit their fears,
maybe not even to themselves, preteens may be
somewhat of a mystery to adults. Preteens will
protest against having a babysitter stay with
them, but then they’ll lock themselves in a clos-
et when they hear a scary sound outside and no
one is there to protect them! They don’t want a
baby’s nightlight, but they will hide a flashlight
under their pillow in case they hear a sound in
the night. As adults, we must not discount these
very real fears, because the preteen may well
feel discounted.

J Preteens are often threatened by competi-
tion. This is another area of seeming contradic-
tion for preteens. One day, they will seem to love
competition; the next, they hate it. We believe it
has a lot to do with whether or not they win!
Almost everyone loves competing if they are so
good at something that they are assured a victory,
but not many of us like losing.

Recently, Deann, one of our fifth-grade girls,
shared with us that she didn’t like attending her
class when the teacher played Jeopardy! to
review previous lessons. Deann is a very smart
girl and a regular attender, so she can do quite
well with the answers. However, she is also a
perfectionist. Competition points out even the
most minor of chinks in our armor, and preteens
like Deann are already too self-critical.

J Early adolescents have a love of humor.
These kids will enjoy jokes and leaders who can
see the lighter side of life. Humor should be includ-
ed in every part of the ministry for preteens. Make
your classrooms and programs fun places to be.

A few years ago we accidentally fell into a great
activity for this age level. We had one leader
who liked to tell jokes. Each week he arrived
with a new joke to tell the rest of the staff mem-
bers. One week we asked him to share his joke
during the opening of our midweek youth group.
Then a student had a joke to share. Then anoth-
er one shared. Pretty soon, we had established a
weekly tradition. Anyone there each week could
tell a joke (as long as it was clean, put no one
down, and was generally appropriate) to the
whole gang. Sometimes the jokes were awful;
other times they were hilarious. It was amazing
how much we all looked forward to this time
each week.

Humor must never be used as a weapon, though.
It must be used in a mature manner. No child
should ever be the subject of the joke. We may get
a good laugh, but we will lose the child. Even
those kids who seem to be able to handle it and
who laugh along with us are not normally laugh-
ing inside. 
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Sarcastic humor directed at someone can make
your whole youth group an unsafe place for pre-
teens. Any child may feel like he or she could be
the next victim of a joke. But good, positive
humor and lightheartedness should be the flavor
and tone of our ministry to preteens. 

J Preteens are private. Although at times it
appears that they will never stop talking, during
the later years of early adolescence, kids will
develop private areas of their lives that they do
not want to share with anyone else, especially not
with authority figures. These private areas include
their fears and questions about themselves and
their peers. Great care must be taken during group
discussions to show respect for the privacy of pre-
teens. Teachers should allow some freedom in
choosing discussion topics and never pressure
preteens to divulge personal information.

J Preteens need encouragement, support and
unconditional love. We need to give kids strong,
frequent affirmation. Because the preteen is con-
stantly changing and experiencing conflicts and
emotional upheavals, he or she needs to be reas-
sured over and over that at least one significant
adult loves and accepts him or her. 

Unconditional love, according to Ross Campbell,
M.D., means “loving a teenager [or preteen] no
matter what. No matter what the teenager looks
like. No matter what his assets, liabilities, and
handicaps are. No matter how he acts. This does
not mean that you always like his behavior.
Unconditional love means you love your teenag-
er, even when you detest his behavior.”7

J Preteens need to be needed (and to get pos-
itive emotional feedback). This is why preteens,
both boys and girls, are frequent volunteers for
the church nursery. They truly enjoy caring for
small children, because they get to feel needed
and loved by the little ones. 

In answer to the question, What’s your favorite
thing to do anywhere, anytime? one seventh grad-
er responded: “To babysit little ones . . . infants
and toddlers.” Having young teens and preteens
work with other people’s kids for a few hours a

week gives the teens and preteens some positive
emotional strokes. It also gives them an appropri-
ate and serious look at the long-term commitment
of becoming a parent.

Preteens benefit greatly from being placed in
positions to extend care and to know that they are
making a difference in the lives of others.

The Social Characteristics 
of Early Adolescents

J For the preteen, peers are incredibly im-
portant. One 12-year-old junior high girl told 
us her favorite thing about church is “the kids, my
age and little ones.” 

Early adolescents are greatly influenced by their
peers. As kids begin to break away from their fam-
ilies and express individuality and independence,
they immediately reach out to surrogate families to
fill the void. These substitute families may take the
form of the church youth group, an athletic team, a
small group of friends—or a gang.

Their fear of nonacceptance leads them to want to
look like, act like and talk like others their own
age. The group is all-important! Failure to achieve
a certain status of belonging in the group can result
in an introspective self-pity for the preteen.

“How do you feel about school?”

“I like it.”

“What’s the best part?”

“Recess!”

—Jeff, 10 Years Old
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J Early adolescents are self-critical and
critical of others. Early adolescents feel awk-
ward. They often wonder if they are good at any-
thing. They wonder how their intelligence and
athletic ability compare with others. Failure or
poor performance in any area, whether it be
sports, academics or other observable indicators
of intelligence or physical prowess, is sure to
cause a crisis. A facial blemish, big feet or wear-
ing the wrong brand of clothes can cause a crisis.
In addition, the fact that they are surrounded by
critical peers who are typically quick to point out
these differences causes preteens to become
increasingly critical of themselves (to fit in with
what others say about them) and others (to get
the critical glare off themselves).

Because of this tendency toward being overly
critical, the preteen leader must set a positive
example of being accepting and nonjudgmental.
Perfectionism and a critical attitude have little to
no place in the leadership of early adolescents.
The wise leader will also look for activities,
sports or ministries in which preteens can feel
competent. This will help them balance out the
harsh criticism they levy against themselves. It’s
important to help kids find activities and areas of
interest in which they can excel. 

J Preteens need good friends of the same gen-
der. Early in the preteen years, kids often do not
like members of the opposite gender. We asked a
10-year-old girl what she thought about boys. Her
response was classic: “They need help.” We
asked, “Do you mean mentally, or with their
behavior?” Her answer: “Both.”

This is the age of buddies and best friends. It is
not only normal for preteens to feel close to a
same-gender peer, but it is also a must for build-
ing a foundation for positive relationships with
members of the opposite gender later in life. Any
fears about such a relationship being a precursor
to a homosexual orientation are completely mis-
placed. This is a natural, healthy stage of the pre-
teen’s development toward social maturity.

J Later in early adolescence, friendships
develop with members of the opposite gender.
This is one more area of transition for the pre-
teen. Because of this change, we believe it is
important to make at least some of your small-
group activities coeducational so that leaders
can help kids learn how to relate appropriately to
the opposite gender. 

An ideal plan for preteens is to have a couple
lead a coed group. Then both boys and girls get
to interact with and observe the interaction
between a mature Christian man and a mature
Christian woman. If the leaders are married, the
students benefit from seeing a healthy Christian
marriage relationship. And having a couple as
leaders guarantees same-gender leadership when
dividing the boys from the girls is more benefi-
cial for the activity or the discussion.

J Early adolescents are seeking indepen-
dence and autonomy from parents. Although
preteens want to feel separate and independent
from their parents, they still need and truly
desire adult guidance and emotional support.
This is why staffing our ministry programs with
people just like mom and dad works so well. The
church is at its best when one parent is support-
ing another by being that significant adult for a
child who is searching for independence from
his or her own mom and dad.

How successful an early adolescent is at achiev-
ing successful autonomy during this stage will
have a lot to do with how he or she was parent-
ed during the early childhood years. As a young
preschooler learns to be independent, the child’s
experiences will have a great impact on this
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next major stage of independence seeking.
Michael James tells us, “If parents recognize the
young child’s need to do what he or she is capa-
ble of doing at his or her own pace and time,
then the child develops a sense that he or she
can control muscles, impulses, self, and signifi-
cantly, environment . . .  .  An autonomous child
enters early adolescence with a willingness to be
him- or herself, to follow through with his or her
own potential or abilities. The child also has
feelings of self-certainty or self-confidence that
reassure him or her as the child faces the chal-
lenge of identify formation.”8

As leaders and teachers, we need to provide expe-
riences that allow gradual acquisition of the
desired independence. Giving preteens too much
freedom will result in chaos and insecurity.
Discouragement and depression may be the out-
come. We need to give appropriate ways for kids
to be in charge and to experience success in stand-
ing on their own two feet.

J Preteens are increasingly concerned about
their physical appearance. Preteens are typical-
ly overly aware of their own bodies and the
changes that may or may not have begun to occur.
In fact, one could say they are obsessed with their
physical appearance. It takes nothing more than a
zit to cause a bad day! Because of this obsession
about their own looks, early adolescents are very
vulnerable to the expectations and perceived
expectations of their peers and society as a whole
as observed through the media. The magazine,
movie and TV industries serve up a constant
parade of desirable, admirable images with which
these awkward young adolescents compare them-
selves unfavorably. 

This is another area in which preteens feel they
must do anything in order to fit in. Externals, like
clothing and physical beauty, become a measur-
ing stick that they believe will make the differ-
ence as to whether or not they are accepted. 

J Early adolescents become more reflective.
In striving to preserve their self-identity and
emerging sense of individuality, preteens need

privacy and time to just be alone with their
thoughts and their interests. They will sometimes
choose to read alone in order to have the privacy
and quiet to think. Although this may seem very
different from other characteristics of this age
group, it is still an important part of their makeup,
and we must attempt to provide these quiet,
reflective times, too.

J The preteen does not enjoy anything that
seems like work. This is especially true at home
and especially during the earliest years. This
seems contradictory at first, since they love to be
needed. If the task is presented correctly, washing
cars, doing dishes and babysitting will all seem
like exciting challenges. It’s when they become
routine tasks and take on the drudgery of a job
that preteens tend to lose enthusiasm.

Schoolwork can be particularly challenging for
some preteens. We asked several early adoles-
cents, “How do you feel about school?” The
answers frequently sounded just like 11-year-old
Frank’s: “I don’t really like school, ’cuz it’s
hard.” When asked, “What would make school
better?” he responded, “If we could play all day.”

The Intellectual Characteristics 
of Early Adolescents

A 12-year-old who says she likes attending the
worship service at her church was asked, “What
do you like least about church?” She answered,
“The big words that the pastor uses.” Here again,
preteens are in transition. The student is able to sit
through the service and enjoy it, but she is cer-
tainly not at an adult comprehension level.

J Preteens are very curious and, therefore,
also quite distractible. Attention span continues
to increase with all of the preteen’s activities, but
the most impressive advances are in problem-
solving activities. Preteens are capable of making
judgments and are quickly developing the ability
to use hypothetical reasoning, a product of formal
or abstract thinking. Their brains function best
when they are stimulated enough to cause the
child to focus on the issue at hand.
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J Preteens are beginning to move from con-
crete to abstract thinking. They are able to rea-
son much more than ever before, but they still
may have trouble with symbolism. At church,
kids who have attended for years will start to
question their beliefs as they continually seek to
understand and personalize their faith on deeper
cognitive bases.

While the brain and neurological system are almost
fully developed at this point in life, the preteen’s
practical experience is lacking. The child is, there-
fore, unable to solve adult problems in appropriate,
mature ways. He or she simply lacks the experi-
ence necessary to acquire and evaluate the data
needed to process the situation. This is one reason
that preteens must still have adult guidance and
should not be given more responsibility than they
are ready to handle.

J Early adolescents have little concept of
time. When a teacher tells a preteen that a report
is due in a month, this has little meaning to the
child. The knowing teacher will help set short-
term subordinate deadlines to help accomplish the
big project. At church, it’s no wonder that dead-
lines for deposits and registrations are not heeded
unless the communication somehow gets to the
parents. The preteen worker needs to be prepared
for kids to be late!

J Preteens’ interests are in the present and in
the real and the practical. In large part because
preteens lack the concept of time, they are most
interested in what they can see, touch, hear, taste,
smell and do—here and now. Our learning activi-
ties and lesson applications need to focus on what
the preteens can experience and put into practice
immediately in order for them to be relevant to
our early adolescents. 

J They are prone to daydream. If what you are
doing is not exciting and meaningful, kids won’t
stay with you! Their entire world has opened up
with so many new experiences. Their relation-
ships have changed dramatically. They are begin-
ning to realize they have a future and that they
will one day grow up. This, joined with their

growing ability to think abstractly, creates fertile
soil for daydreams. The more involved we get the
kids (mentally and physically), the less likely
they are to daydream.

J Preteens enjoy activities that include writ-
ing, drama or painting. These kids enjoy
expressing themselves in creative ways. Each
may choose his or her own medium for expres-
sion, but finding ways to communicate individu-
ality is a common theme among preteens. 

It is profitable for early adolescents to be exposed
to a wide variety of creative arts so that they can
experience a number of different means for self-
expression. With some training, kids who have
specific talents can blossom at this age. 

J Preteens want to be challenged, but they
have limits. Although they want to be challenged
intellectually, they are ambivalent about having to
do the work if it seems hard or unfair. It is com-
mon to hear them say that their teachers ask too
much of them at school. 

One preteen girl told us, “I don’t like school
because you have to do lots of work.” What
would make it better? “No homework.”

An 11-year-old boy answered the question, What
don’t you like about school? by telling us, “All
the homework we have to do. You don’t get that
much free time.” 

The Moral and 
Spiritual Characteristics 

of Early Adolescents

Spiritually, early adolescents are very open to a
personal relationship with God. As the student
shifts from a parent-given faith to a personalized
faith, it may appear that he or she has become
interested in spiritual things for the first time.
This transition sometimes causes the casual
observer to assume that children cannot make sig-
nificant spiritual decisions. In reality, children can
make incredible decisions for God, but they must
rethink them and reown them as they transition
through early adolescence.
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During early adolescence, students’ consciences
become more fine-tuned—especially about the
behavior of others. They are extremely aware of
the fairness and honesty of the adults around
them. They will constantly evaluate the values of
their parents and teachers. However, they may 
be more relaxed about their own behavior. For
example, their own cheating in school or shoplift-
ing is rationalized and makes sense to them while
they are quick to condemn others who do the
same things. 

Fairness is extremely important to preteens.
When adults are inconsistent, they are quick to
point out, “That’s not fair!” They have a sense of
justice that must be satisfied, especially by the
teachers and parents in their lives. 

The Egocentrism of 
Early Adolescents

Egocentrism is the lack of ability to differentiate
between one’s own responses and the responses
of others and between one’s own thoughts and
reality. 

God wires a two-year-old child to define the
world in terms of him- or herself, and we under-
stand this to be a normal developmental process
for the young child. We need also to understand
the egocentrism of a preteen to be a natural char-
acteristic of the emerging adolescent. The 10- to
14-year-old also sees the world in terms of “me.”
In fact, some have said that early adolescents are
two-year-olds with hormones!

The preteen’s brand of egocentrism may be iden-
tified most clearly in two mental constructions
known as “imaginary audience” and “personal
fable.”

J Preteens create for themselves an imaginary
audience. The early adolescent cannot differenti-
ate between a preoccupation with him- or herself
and what others are thinking about him or her. The
preteen assumes that others are as obsessed with
his or her behavior and appearance as he or she is,
so the preteen is always anticipating the reactions

of other people. The child is constantly construct-
ing an imaginary audience and then reacting to it.
For example, a preteen with a new pair of athletic
shoes may walk by a crowd of peers and imagine
that they all are looking at him or her. 

As you can imagine, all this makes the preteen
very self-conscious. The preteen assumes that
everyone is focusing on him or her. This explains
the early adolescent’s desire for privacy and his or
her obsessive drive to wear the currently popular
brand of clothes. This explains the increasing
amount of time the preteen spends in the bath-
room each day getting hair and face just right.
This self-consciousness is also why so many pre-
teens have difficulty staying plugged into church
programs when they do not feel that they belong
to the group. The self-conscious preteen walks
into your classroom assuming that everyone in
the room is wondering why he or she is there and
why in the world he or she wore that outfit! 

Self-admiring also becomes common at this age.
The preteen boy can convince himself that the
image in the mirror will cause a girl he admires to
drool, when in reality the girl will be so con-
cerned about her own appearance and her own
imaginary audience, that she won’t even notice
the two hours of grooming that he went through
to make himself presentable. 

Because preteens are so self-absorbed, they do
not give the same emotional support and positive
feedback that they are looking for in others.
Unfortunately, both parties tend to be takers look-
ing for this support to come from the other person
but not offering it in return. This is why it is
imperative to staff preteen ministry with adults
who are mature and trained to focus on others
instead of themselves. These people will effec-
tively encourage the kids and be emotionally sup-
portive to them. 

You’ve probably heard stories about preteens who
plan and carry out ways to hurt others because they
believe people are ridiculing them. These incidents
show the incredible power that the imaginary audi-
ence can have over the early adolescent. For some,
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the importance of self is so high that the value of
others cannot even be understood.

J Preteens tell themselves a personal fable.
This intellectual construct dovetails with the pre-
vious one. Since the child believes him- or herself
to be so much the center of attention to so many
people (the imaginary audience members), the
preteen’s feelings and life become very special
and important. The preteen believes his or her
experiences are unique. Only he or she has ever
experienced such pain. Only he or she can truly
understand the situation. And because he or she is
unique, the dangers that might hurt someone else
would never affect him or her.

A personal fable is a fictional (untrue) story that
an early adolescent tells him- or herself. Personal
fables may include these ideas: 

J The preteen’s feelings are special and unique.

J No one else understands how the preteen feels.

J The preteen is invincible. Accidents or bodily
harm only happen to others, not to him or her. 

A few years ago a motion picture released in the
United States depicted a game in which partici-
pants lay down in the middle of a busy highway.
In the movie, the kids engaged in this incredibly
risky activity were never hit by the passing auto-
mobiles. The movie’s suggestion that kids could
do the same and not get hurt struck a chord with
preteens who already believed that bad things
happen only to other people, and several early
adolescents from around the country were killed
or injured trying this game. The motion-picture
maker finally cut this portion of the movie.

Knowing what preteens are like and what they
need and want, we need to design our programs to
fit those characteristics. We can no longer do pre-
teen ministry the way that we’ve always done
children’s ministry, nor can we attempt to throw
preteens into traditional youth ministry. It’s time
for the church to design programming and min-
istry opportunities specifically for preteens—and
their friends!
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