CHAPTER 5

The Missing Middle

The message arrived before Ana had left for work. It was polite,
practical, and easy to understand. Mateo’s school program was
available the following week, and the note listed what he would need
to participate. A laptop was required. Transportation had changed.
Extra support was recommended. Materials were due Friday.

Nothing in the message sounded unreasonable, which was part
of what made it so difficult. Each requirement followed a logic the
school could easily defend. Because part of the program was online,
Mateo needed a laptop, and Ana was hardly alone in confronting
that problem. An analysis by the Alliance for Excellent Education,
published as the pandemic pushed learning online, found that nearly
seventeen million American students lacked reliable internet access
at home, based on houschold data collected two years earlier. The
gap had existed quietly for years before circumstances forced the
country to notice it. The rest of the message followed the same
pattern. A change in the schedule meant Ana would have to find a
different way to get Mateo there. Because he was still catching up
from earlier gaps, the recommendation for additional support made
sense, just as the request for materials reflected the school’s desire to
have every child arrive prepared. From the school’s perspective, none
of these expectations were excessive, and the program was open to
him. From Ana’s kitchen table, however, those reasonable
expectations had accumulated into a series of decisions she would
have to solve before Mateo could walk through the door.

She looked at the screen, then at the bills beside it. Mateo stood
nearby with his backpack half zipped, waiting for the answer that
mattered to him.

“Can I'still go?”



Ana smiled the way parents do when the answer is hard and the
child should not have to feel all of it.

“We’ll figure it out.”

So she did: she moved a shift, delayed a payment, borrowed a
ride, added money to the transit card, checked whether the old
laptop would hold a charge long enough, and made sure someone
could be home when Mateo returned. None of this appeared
dramatic. No one had denied him entry, told Ana she was on her
own, or designed the program to exclude him. But by the end of the
morning, access had become something the family had to assemble
quietly from time, money, favors, patience, and tradeoffs.

Later, the record would say Mateo was present, connected, and
prepared. In one sense, that was true. He showed up. He had what
he needed. The system could count him as included. What the
record did not show was what had been carried to make that true.

That is the missing middle.

The missing middle is the space between a visible pressure and a
later condition. It is the part of change where the official story is not
yet wrong, but not yet complete. A program can be available, and
still not be equally usable. A service can be modernized and still shift
work onto the people it is meant to help. A system can look as if it is
functioning, while its ability to function depends on quiet effort it
does not measure. The middle is where that effort gathers. It is where
the pathway starts to become visible, not in the promise itself and
not yet in the final consequence, but in the movement between
them.

We often skip this part. We name a pressure close to the ground,
then talk quickly about what the world may look like later. A new
capability appears, a policy changes, a cost rises, a risk spreads, a
behavior shifts, and then the conversation jumps to transformation,
disruption, reinvention, collapse, or opportunity. Both ends matter.
We need to notice what is changing now, and we need to imagine
what those changes could become. But if we do not examine the
middle, we lose the part that makes a future understandable.

Ana’s morning shows why. If we only look at the first moment,
the story is simple: the school offered a learning opportunity. If we
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only look at the later record, the story is also simple: Mateo
participated. The most important part sits between those two facts.
That is where a parent moved work, money, transportation, care,
and household time so the record could remain clean. The middle
shows how participation was made possible, who made it possible,
and what the system could not see because the family absorbed it
before it became visible as a problem.

The missing middle is where actionability lives, not just a
narrative device. If the school only sees the offer and the attendance
record, it may assume the design is working. If it sees the middle, it
can ask better questions. What did participation require outside the
classroom? Which requirements were reasonable alone but heavy
together? Which families could absorb the load, and which could
not? What support would reduce the hidden cost instead of praising
families for carrying it? The future becomes more actionable because
the pathway becomes visible.

The missing middle is also where plausibility lives. A future
claim becomes stronger when we can trace how it might form. It is
not enough to say that learning will become more unequal, or that
access will depend on household capacity. That may be true, but the
claim becomes useful only when we can see the movement. A
requirement is added, a family absorbs it, and the system counts that
participation as success, even as the hidden cost remains hidden.
Over time, the families with more room keep showing up more
easily, while those with less room spend more to reach the same
starting line. The pathway is not guaranteed, but it is coherent. We
can examine it, challenge it, and decide where to intervene.

The middle is also where burden becomes visible. That may be
the most important reason to look there. Many systems survive
pressure by relocating strain before they redesign. They do not
always fail loudly. They keep operating because someone else
supplies the missing flexibility. Ana’s answer to Mateo — “We'll
figure it out” — is loving, but it is also a warning. It shows the
moment when the system continues to function because the family
agrees to carry what the design left out.



