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Dedication

Susan Jones Sears, PhD
1940-2012

You saw potential in me that I did not see in myself. Thank you
for paving the way for an entire generation of women
and girls. You were a trailblazer, a teacher,
a mentor, and friend.

I'miss you.



Preface

girls, I was not sure where to start, nor was I sure where
this research would lead me. I poured through scholarly
research articles, books, and newspaper stories directed toward
issues facing girls. I attended conferences and professional devel-
opment trainings where counselors, psychologists, and educators
discussed the “girl crisis.” Strategies were offered to increase the
self-esteem of girls, expose girls to more diverse careers, and encour-
age girls to be anything that they wanted to be. But I quickly realized
that the best starting place was to actually talk to girls and really
listen to what they had to say! I wanted to understand what is going
on in girls’ lives, in their own words. I wanted to understand why
the adolescent years feel so tumultuous and lonely for girls and why
they consistently report feeling that they aren’t quite good enough.
The research in this book took place over a period of nearly
eight years. My research team and I have surveyed and inter-
viewed thousands of girls from different backgrounds, ethnici-
ties, socioeconomic statuses, and ages. We have talked with girls
who are incarcerated, who are homeless, who live in middle-class
homes, and who live in mansions. We learned from girls who are
in two-parent families, foster care, single-parent families, divorced
families, and who live with their grandparents. We spent time lis-
tening to girls in very poor urban schools, middle-class suburban
schools, elite independent schools, and low-income rural schools.
Girls in public, parochial, private, and charter schools participated
in our research and shared their thoughts, feelings, and opinions
with us. We provided them with a safe place to talk, and did not
pass judgment. We just listened.
What we learned is that there are vast differences among
girls in regards to their experiences, their thoughts, and their

ﬁs I began to think about how best to study and work with
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opinions. Girls’ knowledge of various topics is based upon the
environment where they are raised. Depending upon what
they have been exposed to, girls’ perceptions of the opportuni-
ties available to them can vary greatly. But the one thing that
continued to amaze me as I talked with more and more girls
was that the fundamental issues that are facing girls are much
more universal than they are different. While girls can have
extremely different experiences based upon their socioeconomic
status, race and ethnicity, family composition, or ability, I have
found that the experience of girlhood, while unique for every
girl, looks amazingly similar for girls across the country. Despite
the vast differences between and among girls, the common-
alities and shared experiences strongly outweigh the differences.
Negotiating friendships and fitting in, experiencing insecurity
about one’s body, managing dating relationships and sexual
pressure, and dealing with the social, emotional, and cognitive
changes of adolescence seem to be universal issues for many
American teen girls. Girls are under pressure and are at-risk for
negative outcomes simply because they are female. Girls are more
likely than boys to: dislike their body, be on a diet, feel pressure to
look sexy, experience sexual violence, have low self-esteem, expe-
rience depression, and attempt suicide.

Despite these challenges, we know that girls are strong and
resilient. They consistently exceed the limited expectations that
are placed upon them by society and the media and they continue
to amaze and inspire us. We also know that girls are better able to
fully realize their potential when they have caring adults in their
lives who nurture, challenge, encourage, and support them.

My goal in writing this book is to give a voice to girls who
often feel that their thoughts and opinions are unheard and
devalued. There are so many professionals, psychologists, teach-
ers, and authors who have been telling us what girls want, what
girls need, and what we should do with the girls in our lives,
but few have taken the time to survey and talk to thousands of
girls from many backgrounds. I wanted to know: What's going
through girls’ minds? What do they dream about? What fills
them with insecurity? What do they think are the big things
going on in their lives that adults don't understand? And ulti-
mately, what can we do to help them? I want to provide adults
with a glimpse into the lives of girls, as described by the girls
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themselves, and offer concrete strategies for how adults can bet-
ter understand, communicate with, and motivate the girls in
their lives.

I recognize that this book does not address the unique issues
that face every girl. For example, our research did not directly
address some of the social, emotional, and developmental issues
that face girls—such as sexual orientation and gender identity, spir-
ituality, specific developmental or learning issues, drug and alco-
hol use and abuse, nor pregnancy and teen parenting. However, it
does offer a perspective on the shared experiences of girls, and the
ways that, because of their gender, all girls can experience limita-
tions and decreased expectations in life.

Our role as caring adults in the lives of girls is to understand
these challenges and equip girls with the skills to effectively navi-
gate their adolescent years and construct a life that is full of pur-
pose, meaning, pride, and fulfillment. We want girls to perceive
their options as infinite and their abilities as expandable, and we
each have a role in helping girls construct a life without limits.
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CHAPTER 1

What’s Really
Going on for
Girls and How
Can We Help
Them?

“Idon’t think that adults have any idea what our lives are really like.
They think they know what is going on but they don'’t really. When
I think about the big things going on for girls my age I think the first
thing is girl drama. It is constant and never ending. Girls just look for
ways to create drama and will make stuff up when everything is fine.
Girls talk behind each other’s backs and try to get certain girls to not
like other girls. You just have to make sure that you are in with the
‘right’ girls so you don’t get caught up in the middle of it all.”

—Laci, seventh grade

he drama of girlhood. Is it a reality made up by girls who
have too much time on their hands, or is it a necessary
rite of passage that all girls experience? Do the issues that

we see in the media greatly influence how girls see themselves, or
have we overplayed the importance of popular culture in the lives
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of girls? What do girls like about being a girl? What frustrates girls
about the adults in their lives? What are the big issues that girls are
dealing with and what keeps them awake at night? And perhaps
most importantly, how can we best support these young women?

These are the questions that I set out to answer nearly eight
years ago when I began to research girls. I wanted to talk to girls
and hear their perspectives and their realities, in their own words.
I wanted to give a voice to girls who feel that sometimes their
thoughts and opinions are overlooked.

As I talked to teachers, counselors, and parents, I learned that
most adults are eager to help girls, but they often don’t know where
to start. They recognize that girls’ lives are challenging but realize
that they have difficulty relating and connecting to girls. The goal in
this book is to give adults who work with and care about girls some
insights into the lives of girls, as well as provide strategies for build-
ing relationships and working more effectively with girls.

In asking girls about the big things going on in their lives, lots
of different topics emerged. Even among girls who live in close-
knit families, attend high performing schools, and are involved
in multiple extracurricular activities, they still report struggling
with friendships, dating relationships, and body image concerns.
They talked about pressure, issues in their families and their rela-
tionships with their parents, difficulty in friendships and dating
relationships, tremendous pressures around weight and body
image, and major concerns surrounding self-esteem and how
they feel about themselves. They talked about puberty, academ-
ics, getting their driver’s license, and dealing with depression and
suicidal thoughts. But, overwhelmingly, the issues that girls talked
the most about were clustered around a handful of topic areas,
including friendships, drama, dating, weight and body image, and
pressure. A consistent theme was that adults don't really under-
stand what they are going through so girls have difficulty openly
sharing their issues and concerns with the adults in their lives.

In talking with adults, many felt at a loss as to how they could
develop more effective relationships with girls. Teachers reported
frustration with girls “dumbing themselves down” around boys,
counselors struggled with how to address the girl drama and bully-
ing that is plaguing their schools, and parents felt anxiety regarding
how they could best help their daughters deal with the increased
pressures and challenges of middle school and high school.



