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“After 40 years of communicating to middle schoolers—sometimes from a
stage, weekly in my small group—I’m still learning. This is partly because
middle schoolers keep changing; and it’s partly because . . . well . . . I still
have more to learn, more to improve. Ashley’s engaging and practical
book both encouraged and challenged me. My biggest risk (after all these
years) is getting in the rut of doing things the same way week after week
after week. This book reminded me of core essentials and pushed me to
experiment with approaches that are new to me.”
—Mark Oestreicher, Founder and Partner at The Youth Cartel and Author of
Middle School Ministry, Understanding Your Young Teen, and many others

“Ashley provides a deep dive into how to communicate to a special group
of youth—middle schoolers. Her knowledge and heart for students in the
middle are evident through her stories. At the end of each chapter, there
are thought-provoking questions for review. The answers should lead
youth workers to a working action plan to sharpen their communication
skills. A must-read for middle school ministry leaders and workers!”
—Dr. Virginia Ward, Dean of Boston Campus Gordon-Conwell
Theological Seminary, co-author of It’s Personal, and Five Views on the
Future of Youth Ministry: Perspectives on What Could or Should Be

“I can think of no one more passionate about and qualified to lead middle
school aged humans, than Ashley Bohinc. With over a decade of working
as a Middle School educator and pastor, Ashley knows the ever-changing
needs unique to this age group as well as the unparalleled value of helping a middle schooler feel seen and inspired. This book is filled with practical insights for anyone who communicates to Middle Schoolers. Read it
all and return often to the ideas and techniques she suggests. No one will
appreciate it more than the middle schoolers in your ministry”
—Kristen Ivy, President of Orange, Author of A New Kind of Leader and
It’s Just a Phase—So Don’t Miss It



“There are few things in ministry that get me more excited, and more nervous, than speaking to middle schoolers, and that’s why I’m so thankful
Ashley took the time to write this book to help us out! Before I sat down
to write this endorsement, I was white-boarding a junior high message
and a whole bunch of Ashley’s insight and wisdom influenced the way
I approached it; things I wouldn’t have thought about or included in the
past! Read this book, take notes, and prayerfully insert some of your
learnings the next time you prepare a lesson for young teens . . . you’ll be
glad you did!”
—Kurt Johnston, NextGen Pastor at Saddleback Church and Author of
Controlled Chaos, Making Sense of Junior High Ministry and How to Be
the Best Volunteer Youth Worker in the History of the World

“Few leaders know the world of middle schoolers more than Ashley Bohinc.
In this new book, she drives straight to the point of what it takes to leave
a lasting impression on such an important part of our future. This book is
inspiring but also imminently practical, with real-life examples, suggestions
for structure, and tips for handling surprises. Ashley knows these kids, and
she knows how to help leaders make the best possible impact with them.”
—Reggie Joiner, CEO/Founder of Orange, Author of more than 30 books
including Think Orange, It’s Personal and Lead Small

“Middle school is the new high school. Students are growing up faster now,
not because they are more mature but because they are more exposed to
so much so early on. Standing in the gap to translate all of this for them is
you—a middle school ministry communicator. With all due respect to those
of us who communicate to adults, your job is far more impactful. After all,
you’re impacting the future. It’s why I’m so grateful to Ashley for writing
this book. I’ve seen her impact the students in the church I started, and it’s
why I’m confident this book will help you and the students you serve.”
—Jeff Henderson, Founding Pastor at Gwinnett Church and Author of
Know What You’re For and What to Do Next

“Ashley Bohinc is a prime example of leading the way in practicing what
you preach. Communicating to Middle Schoolers gives vision on why this
content matters, and it also provides practical application on how to get
it done in ways that are fun and engaging. Sitting in the room with middle
schoolers as Ashley was speaking at our summer camp, I experienced
firsthand the laughter, ‘aha’ moments, and the connection to the content
as our middle schoolers were soaking it all in. Every middle school speaker
needs to read this book!”
—Megan Bagnall, Next Gen Core Pastor at Willow Creek
Community Church

“Communicating to Middle Schoolers left me inspired about the opportunity to speak to young teens. After reading it, I couldn’t wait to craft my next
talk. This book provides everything you need to be a more effective communicator to young teens with their developmental process in mind.”
—Gina Abbas, Author of A Woman in Youth Ministry and Multisite
Youth Ministry

“Communicating to middle school students brings challenges and opportunities that no other age group deals with. Ashley Bohinc’s knowledge and
experience in speaking to middle school students are a valuable resource
for any youth pastor to tap into. Ashley lays out simple and effective strategies to make your messages more memorable and more helpful to the
students you are serving.”
—Britt Kitchen, Student Director at North Point Ministries

“I’m so thankful Ashley wrote this book. It is jam-packed with easy-to-understand and applicable ideas and tools to take your communication with middle schoolers to the next level. With all of her expertise and experience,
she is just the right person to write this book. Thanks, Ashley!”
—Rev. Dr. D.J. Coleman, Student Pastor at Northwood Church



“I knew this book would be good. But WOW, Ashley has left it all on the
table. Authentic. Passionate. Inspiring. Practical. After reading this, you’ll
have everything—and I mean everything—you need to create a talk that
will connect your message to your middle school audience. Ashley has
long been a leader in this area, and she’s offered every tried and tested
idea to help you become an expert communicator too. If you speak to middle schoolers in any capacity, don’t sleep on this one! It’ll be a reference
for years to come.”
—Dan Scott, Author of Caught in Between: Engage Your Preteens Before
They Check Out
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THIS BOOK IS FOR
PEOPLE WHO . . .
D Have been asked to start teaching middle schoolers, and are a little
terrified.
D Are brand-new to communicating to middle schoolers and want to
learn as much as possible.
D Know middle schoolers are important, but don’t know where to start.
D Are so frustrated with middle schoolers (because they won’t listen),
and are desperate for anything that might work.
D Just got asked to speak at a middle school retreat and want to up
your game.
D Are school teachers or student teachers who want to get better at
speaking in a way middle schoolers understand.
D Are leading (or hoping to one day lead) a middle school ministry and
feel like they know nothing about it.
D Have been working with middle schoolers for 20+ years and are
looking to get back to the basics.
D Are all-stars at leading a small group of middle schoolers, but want
to focus on growing their skills in communicating to a larger group of
middle schoolers.
D Are trying to build a teaching team for their middle school ministry
and are looking for the words to help coach someone less
experienced.
D Are youth leaders responsible for both middle and high school
students, and naturally connect better with high schoolers, but want
middle schoolers to win too.
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FOREWORD
by Stuart Hall
Words create worlds.
When I was in middle school, my dad—a crusty, decorated Air Force
Vietnam War veteran and my first coach—told me that black basketball
shoes and black cleats made me look “as slow as molasses coming out of
a jug in Alaska.” He insisted that I wear white sneakers and cleats because
they make me look faster.
And to this day, decades later, I will only wear white sneakers.
Thanks, Pops.
In eighth grade, my English teacher Mrs. Neal had our class read the classic
fable “Jonathan Livingston Seagull.” The rest of my classmates thought
it was the dumbest book ever. Not me. A mythical story about a seagull
who believes it is every seagull’s right to fly left an indelible mark on my
life. Richard Bach’s words could not have been more timely. I felt stuck in
a world where no one seemed to have goals and everyone’s perspective
was painfully small.
And to this day, I remember “the gull sees farthest who flies highest.”
Thank you, Mrs. Neal.
Recently my wife Kellee and I visited our nation’s capital. We spent one
morning walking around the National Mall. Our first stop was the Dr. Martin
Luther King Jr. Memorial, where we both stood in almost holy silence, spellbound. From there we walked one mile to the Lincoln Memorial, where we
ascended eighty-seven steps to the chamber, then back down one flight
of steps to the exact spot where Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. stood a half a
century before, on August 28, 1963, and declared four words that are now
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etched in the stone there, circled by flowers left by visiting admirers to that
hallowed spot. Four words that echo in eternity:
“I have a dream . . . ”
Thank you, Dr. King.
At some point that morning in Washington D.C., Kellee and I had an epiphany: At every memorial, in every museum, inscribed in stone, displayed
in lights, was a quote. Words people in the past and present had spoken.
Powerful maxims. Simple principles. Epic speeches. All spoken by women
and men. Ideas and truths articulated in words now stand as the foundations of a nation. And the substance of the collective of those words have
created our world.
Words create worlds.
If you are holding this book and reading these words, it is safe to assume
that you deeply desire the words you speak to the next generation to have
that kind of lasting value. Just the opportunity to speak words of life to middle school students—who are considered by researchers to be the most
anxious, digitally native, sexually fluid, multiracial, post-Christian, self-directed, under-protected, sex-saturated, pandemic generation in history—should
be sobering.
It should humble you.
It should intimidate you.
It should weird you out a little.
And it should motivate you to be worth it.
There is nothing like speaking to middle school students. They are this
hysterical, interesting gumbo of concrete thinkers melting into the world
of the abstract. Someone has wisely observed that middle schoolers are
like dogs: They’re trying to figure out if you like them. High schoolers, on
the other hand, are like cats: They’re trying to figure out if they like you.
Because of the pandemic, today’s middle schooler has been forced to do
school on the same device they play Minecraft—which seems a bit like
doing CrossFit in a Panda Express. You really haven’t lived until you’re
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speaking to a mass of middle schoolers and a girl exasperatedly blurts
out “OH MY GOD!” to something you say . . . or several middle schoolers
frantically raise their hand to either ask you a question or contribute to the
discourse—in the middle of your talk.
When you think about it, the fact that a group of pre- and mid-pubescent
human beings would sit, squirm, heckle, watch, and listen to a post-pubescent human (you) open their mouth and use orchestrated sounds and
movements to paint pictures, tell stories, and transform hearts and minds is
insanely fascinating and inspiring in and of itself.
And it also highlights why getting to learn from someone whose years of
experience and expertise, making her words weighty and authoritative, is
such a gift.
Ashley Bohinc has masterfully created a helpful, practical guide to help you
and I become beyond effective in creating a world of faith, hope, and love
for middle school students with our words. Of the bazillion things I love
about Ashley’s detailed labor, the fact that I now have practical, effective
handles at the ready to help me eliminate bad habits, nurture best practices, and become a better communicator to middle school students is a
game-changer.
Ashley’s combined experience of being a public middle school health education teacher, a middle and high school soccer coach, coupled with her
years of middle school ministry experience, makes her words more than
meaningful. To say she’s a bright mind is the grandest of understatements.
When she speaks, I listen. I have learned more than I can list from her.
Ashley is more than a marginal ministry-world acquaintance. She is a dear
friend, my teammate, and a work associate. I have a personal front-row seat
to her passion and middle school ministry acumen. We laugh together, and
we make each other cry—in a good way. And we respectfully disagree at
times, as good teammates should.
Simply stated, Ashley Bohinc is a middle school ministry legend.
One thing you may not know about Ashley is that she’s a former college
soccer player who has endured multiple injuries because of years playing
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soccer. You can hear Ashley when she walks in a room. She sounds like a
walking Rice Krispy treats commercial. “Snap! Crackle! Pop!”
I would suggest that Ashley’s wisdom and expertise on these pages are like
her ministry gait after years of experience.
This book is her limp.
And we should always trust someone who walks with a limp.
This year marks my twenty-fourth year of being asked to jump in planes,
trains, and automobiles to travel near and far to speak to middle schoolers
and high schoolers. Twenty-four years is very deceiving. I don’t think I am
that good at it. I so badly want to be better at it. I still get intensely nervous
before I stand in front of anyone and do it.
To make matters worse, I am painfully introverted (a four with a three wing
for you Enneagram cult members), so anytime I do stand in front of others
to communicate, it is mentally, emotionally, and physically exhausting—
probably because I am having to flap my three wings so hard.
But it is also exhausting because of something Ashley powerfully speaks to
in this book:
“Coach John Wooden was right. Becoming better at whatever it is
you’re doing requires attention to the smallest details and making
changes that might not seem like that big of a deal in the moment.
That’s true in basketball, and it’s true when it comes to communicating to middle schoolers. I like to say it this way: Great middle school
communicators aren’t 100 percent better than every other communicator. They are one percent better in 100 different ways. All of the
things listed in this book are one percent ways to make our delivery
better. We have one shot to help this generation of middle schoolers
understand a loving God who wants an everyday relationship with
each and every one of them.”
“We have one shot to help this generation of middle schoolers understand a loving God who wants an everyday relationship with each and
every one of them.”
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I feel the weight of that in my bones.
You should too.
Because our words create worlds.
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INTRODUCTION
Heyohhhh!!!
I am so excited you are here.
You are a hero.
Seriously.
Anyone who picks up and opens a book about communicating to middle
schoolers deserves a standing ovation.
Because communicating to middle schoolers is not easy.
Maybe you picked up this book because:
D The only thing middle schoolers talk about after you teach your best
sermon of all time is that you look really tired, or your teeth look a
little yellow today.
D You received feedback from your manager that throwing the
microphone against the back wall may not have been the best way to
get the attention of your middle schoolers.
D You know the middle school years are important, but you are almost
convinced they are more monster than they are human right now.
No matter what the reason is . . .
I’m so glad you did.
And if you have been working with middle schoolers for any length of time,
you know this is a wild ride.
Talking to middle schoolers isn’t just like talking to big elementary-aged
kids,
and it’s not like talking to short high schoolers,
and it’s certainly not like talking to an adult who forgot to put on deodorant.
It’s like talking to a middle schooler.
They are their own unique kind of crazy and awesomeness all wrapped
into one! This means if we want to actually reach them with the words we
speak, then the way we say them matters a whole lot.
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I didn’t write this book because I feel like I have all the answers.
In the last 18 years, I have had thousands of conversations with middle
schoolers in large groups, in small groups, and one-on-one about topics
like puberty, sex, relationships, friendship, authority, decision-making, mental health, family dynamics, goal setting, and choices.
I’ve gotten it wrong as many times as I’ve gotten it right.
I have laughed at myself, and at the funny things middle schoolers do, a lot.
As a classroom teacher, I learned some things that I wish every youth pastor knew. After all, when you are with a kid for an hour every single day, in a
place they don’t want to be, trying to teach them something they don’t want
to know, you learn some tricks that help keep their attention. At the same
time, I’ve learned some things in ministry I never knew as a teacher—like
how to condense life-changing truth to fit into one hour a week, and how to
squeeze it in between a dodgeball tournament and pizza.
My experience in both worlds, combined with plenty of trial and error, has gifted me with insights that I’ve been able to share with ministry leaders around
the country to help them become the communicators they want to be.
And that’s what I am so excited to share about in this book.
My hope is that in sharing some of the things I have learned along the
way—and what others have learned—I can help you lead middle schoolers
from exactly where they are to where you want them to be, while avoiding
some of our mistakes.
In this book, I am talking specifically about communicating to middle
schoolers in a larger group setting:
a classroom,
Sunday school,
in youth group,
on the sideline or locker room to a sports team,
a camp or weekend retreat,
a school or neighborhood-based ministry,
or really, any setting where you would be teaching more than a few middle
schoolers.
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Although the same principles are true in a smaller group setting (and even
true in a one-on-one setting), for the sake of this book, we are talking about
teaching middle schoolers from the front of the room or standing on a stage.
You will notice at the end of each chapter there is space to reflect, evaluate,
and journal. Why? Because you will need time to contextualize the information for your specific setting, your specific students, and your specific wiring
as a communicator. And because . . . well, I’ll tell you on page 78.
The reason I care so much about communicating to middle schoolers is
because of how a single event impacted me when I was a teenager. While I
learned how to follow Jesus in my small group, I became a believer because
of what was said from a stage. I fully understood salvation because an adult
I didn’t know (and who didn’t know me) communicated the Gospel of Jesus
from the front of a room in a way I could understand and relate to. This
person spoke my language, using words I would use, and connected truth
to something I had personally experienced or was interested in. At that moment, everything I had been taught about faith in Jesus finally made sense.
That’s why I think how you communicate to middle schoolers matters
so much.
I don’t know of a phase in a kid’s life with a larger return on investment than
middle school. That’s why I’ve given my life to it and why I care so much
about the way we relate to them. Because what hangs in the balance of
communicating to a middle schooler in a way that is effective, compelling,
and concrete may just change everything for them.
We need people like you,
people who love and believe in middle schoolers,
who believe middle schoolers reflect the image of God just as they are,
and who want to communicate the Gospel in a way that helps middle
schoolers develop an everyday faith: a faith that goes with them everywhere, into everything.
What an amazing privilege.

Ashley
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THIS IS MIDDLE SCHOOL
What do you do before you meet someone new for the first time?
Personally, my favorite way to prepare is to . . .
Google them.
Stalk their social media.
See if we have any mutual friends.
I know. It sounds creepy, but I just think it helps to know more about who
I’m talking to BEFORE I’m actually talking to them. (Also, don’t judge me.
You do it too. My Instagram handle is @ashleymariebohinc, by the way.)
I believe this is even more true when it comes to talking to middle schoolers. We need to know who we’re actually talking to. If we don’t, there’s
no way we can adequately prepare. Think about it: the way we talk to a
23-year-old about shame and forgiveness is an entirely different conversation than talking to an 11-year-old about it.
So first, let’s get on the same page about who we are talking to.
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A lot goes into a talk, yet the thing every middle
school communicator needs to remember is
that relationship with your students is more
important than everything else. So, in whatever
way you can, wherever you can, leverage the
relational equity you have with your students
at every juncture of your talk. You know your
students better than anyone else. Believe that
and allow God to work uniquely through you
that way!”

—Jamal Jones
JOB

LOCATION
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Orange Students

Richmond, VA,
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Curriculum Guide and

USA

communicating to

Youth Pastor
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Learn more about how Jamal prepares to communicate on page 245

1. KNOW YOUR AUDIENCE

Depending on geographic location, we all might call this group of humans
something different. No matter what you call them—junior highers, preteens, youth, high schoolers, or middle schoolers—for the sake of this book,
we are talking about students who are 10-14 years old. In the United States,
that’s typically grades six through eight.
There are two ways we can really know middle schoolers: knowing them
culturally and knowing them developmentally.
Knowing middle schoolers culturally means knowing . . .
D what words are cool (or whatever the latest word for “cool” is at the
time you are reading this).
D what shows they are watching.
D the music they like.
D what apps they are using.
D the latest challenges and trends on TikTok (or on the app that has
already replaced TikTok at the time you are reading this).
D the influencers they are following on social media.
D the latest fashion trends (even if you’d never wear them).
D how their friends view hot topic issues.
D what is normal to talk about and what isn’t.
I was having a conversation with a girl named Aryanna in the eighth-grade
small group I lead, who reminded me of why it’s so important to know your
middle schoolers culturally. She advised me, “You have to listen to Nicki
Minaj, or you will never be cool. If you go to a party and they are playing
Nicki Minaj, and you ask who it is, they’ll probably kick you out.”
Nobody wants to get kicked out of the eighth-grade party!
Getting to know middle school culture is tricky because . . .
Culture changes.
And culture changes fast.
The middle school culture where I live may be totally different from the
middle school culture where you are. That’s why it’s so important to be
interacting with middle schoolers as often as possible, because it’s hard to
really know them unless you know their culture.
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Knowing them culturally takes a lot of time and effort, and a desire to learn
continuously by reading, researching, and discovering new things. If you
don’t keep up with what is changing, chances are you’ll run the risk of
thinking they are the same as you were in middle school and their world is
the same as yours was. If we aren’t intentional, we lose credibility by talking
to them as if they live in a world that no longer exists.
While knowing middle schoolers culturally means you know what’s going
on around them and how they are collectively influenced by it, knowing
middle schoolers developmentally looks a little different.
Knowing middle schoolers developmentally means knowing how they are
changing physically, mentally, socially, emotionally, and spiritually.
Personally, I remember these developmental changes as PMSes . . . (get it?).
1. Physically
Puberty begins, and, well, you know. They start getting taller. Acne is
popping up. Voices are starting to change. Deodorant is not only encouraged, but necessary. Everything is growing. Their body is physically changing from a child to an adult.1 We have all gone through this,
even though you might have tried to block it from your memory.
2. Mentally
As middle schoolers are experiencing the physical changes of
puberty, they are simultaneously experiencing a complete rewiring
of the brain. In fact, the brain is changing and developing as much,
and as fast, right now as it does during the toddler years.2 As the
brain rewires itself, middle schoolers are forgetting more things, more
often, because their brain literally cannot remember them. Thanks to
a process called pruning, middle schoolers lose thousands of neural
connections that are no longer needed as new ones grow in. That
means they may seem forgetful of certain things because those connections in their brain have been eliminated since you told them!3
During this time, middle schoolers still primarily think concretely,
or literally.

28

1. KNOW YOUR AUDIENCE

Concrete thinking: a literal form of thinking that focuses on the
physical world.

As concrete thinkers, they take what is in front of them at face-value without thinking beyond their own viewpoint or generalizing the
information to other meanings or situations. This form of thinking is
characterized by the ongoing development of organized and rational
thinking. They are able to use logical thought or operations, but they
can only apply that logic toward physical objects. Concrete thinking is
the opposite of abstract thinking.4

Abstract thinking: a more complex, layered form of thinking that
goes deeper than the physical information.

Abstract thinking allows for thinking “outside the box.” It allows them
to make generalizations about something and contemplate concepts
that are philosophical and theoretical in nature. They are able to understand and connect words and ideas beyond their literal meaning
without help. Abstract thinking is the opposite of concrete thinking.
For most middle schoolers, the brain hasn’t yet developed the ability
to think abstractly.5 Like my friends Scott Rubin and Mark Oestreicher
brilliantly say, gaining the ability to think abstractly is kind of like a new
muscle that is wimpy or weak. You begin to have the ability to think
abstractly, but it doesn’t happen overnight. Just like a muscle that has
to be strengthened in training, you have to practice thinking abstractly, failing sometimes and learning the skill over time to do it well.6
What is so incredible about beginning to think abstractly is that this
allows middle schoolers to become much more self-aware and able
to understand how others may perceive them.7 At the same time,
abstract thinking also allows for an increased ability to not only doubt,
but to process doubt in a way they might not have before. These
skills are imperative when it comes to developing an everyday faith.
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YOU’VE GOT
A LOT TO DO.
You need a ministry curriculum
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Sometimes teenage girls talk too much. Sometimes they
don’t talk enough. If you’ve ever wished you knew what to say
or not say, when to talk or listen, or how to get them to talk
or listen, this book is for you.
The Art of Group Talk is a 3-part series of books or leaders
of kids, teenage girls, and teenage guys.
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