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What is really going on in the playground and behind closed doors?
Behind the facade of success, academically, socially and on the sporting field, our girls
are in trouble. Any concerned parent or teacher will have noted with outrage the lifestyle
being marketed through popular girl brands such as Bratz, Britney and Bacardi Breezers.
Teenage girls exist in a subtle, insidious world created by marketing hype, peer pressure and
unrealistic self-expectation, and it is poisoning them at a most vulnerable age. And while
they may appear to be coping with all that life throws at them, behind closed doors many are
silently imploding.
While this will come as no great surprise to anyone working in the field, when laid out together,
recent research findings paint a grim picture:

“ Teenage girls
are in crisis…we
must make time for
powerful, positive
conversations.”

•

a quarter of teenage girls surveyed in Australia say they would get plastic surgery if they
could, and 2% have already gone under the knife;1

•

68% of 15 year old females are on a diet, of these, 8% are severely dieting;2

•

70% of young women engage in binge drinking – consuming five or more drinks on one
occasion – and 19% do so on a weekly basis. An alarming 12% of girls report drinking
harmful levels of alcohol (more than 5 standard drinks on any one day) and twice the
number of teenage girls use drugs, compared with boys.3

•

85% of girls worry about achieving at school;4

•

peer pressure is also a reality for many, with 60% of girls saying they have been teased
about their appearance;5

•

as many as one in ten teenage girls self-harm. There is evidence to suggest that
women, particularly those under 25, attempt suicide and self-harm at a higher rate than
men, although male suicide rates remain considerably higher than female suicide rates.
Estimates of self-harm rates suggest there are between 150 and 300 acts of self-harm
for every female suicide.6
sexually transmitted diseases are also on the increase among young people; it has
been estimated that as many as 28% of teenagers may have Chlamydia. In Australia,
pregnancy termination (abortion) is the second most common hospital procedure for
girls aged 12 to 24 years.7

•
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Although I am well aware that statistics can be misleading, I don’t think we can afford to
dismiss such findings as alarmist. Certainly my own experiences as the co-founder and CEO
of Enlighten Education; a company that works nationally with teen girls in schools delivering
programs that aim to boost self esteem, foster a positive body image and help girls deconstruct
the media messages they are bombarded with, confirm that teen girls are indeed in crises.
I also don’t assert that there are necessarily any direct links between negative body image,
incidents of self-harm and risky sexual practices – yet surely all are indicators that teenage girls
are stressed, unhappy and looking for love? There are obvious and undeniable implications
for those of us raising and teaching young girls.

”I didn’t think anything could
be so effective and change
the way I think about myself
but it did! We need someone
to tell us that we are beautiful
other than just our parents.
We are not freaks and we are
what truly matters.”
Michelle

School welfare, pastoral care and PD/Health/PE programs are already struggling to fit in the
myriad of topics they are required to cover, and although there was a time when subjects
like Health were considered a timetable filler, today, attitudes and emphasises have certainly
improved, and vital topics such as self-esteem, nutrition, risk taking and drug abuse help shed
light on some of the issues girls are facing. Schools now offer much needed strategies such
as self-awareness, insight, support and the open discussions girls need to build resilience,
find their voice and navigate their personal issues.
There is a concern however that even with the best of intentions delivery of these vital
programs is still piece-meal, with at worst programs being delivered once a fortnight and
sometimes in mixed groups thus making it more difficult for girls to gain the knowledge and
strength they need. The sensitive and aware teacher will try to incorporate health issues into
a PE lesson but again this is too incidental and by the crucial years of 11 and 12 with elective
choices, girls can miss out altogether. An individualised, concentrated program that makes a
personal and intense connection for girls can be an invaluable complement to existing school
programs and have a life changing effect.
Courtney E. Martin, in her insightful new book “Perfect Girls, Starving Daughters, the
Frightening New Normality of Hating Your Body”, laments the fact that many young
women, raised by feminists who told them they could be anything, have misinterpreted the
power messages and are now obsessed with becoming everything … successful, thin, pretty
and sexy. As there is nothing more bitter to a perfect girl than the taste of failure, self-hatred
has almost become a rite of passage for many teenage girls.

”Thank you so much I say this
honestly to you – you have
CHANGED MY LIFE! Thank
you for dedicating your life
to girls just like me. My most
AWESOME day ever.”
Hannah

Courtney challenges readers to “step through the looking glass” and create new stories.
She emphasises that no one story describes our healing as women, but rather that there are
a series of moments when the light is let in. She states:
“There is no healing without help.
There is no power as potent as possibility.
There is no transformation without truth.
There is no change without vulnerability.
There is no wisdom greater than that found inside you.
There is no beauty without struggle or aberration.
There is no statement like your life. There is no end.
There are only beginnings.”
(Courtney Martin, 2007, p. 286)

New Beginnings - what can schools do to help girls develop a positive
body image and strong sense of self?
The American Professional School Counseling Journal has identified key factors that
contribute to girls’ abilities to resist socio-cultural pressures regarding thinness. I was
particularly interested in this finding:
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“My favourite part of today
was just talking. Being told
things no one ever tells me.
I learnt to love myself, the
importance of words, and that
I’m perfect the way I am. You
guys are really sweet. Thanks
so much.”
Shannon
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“Rather than a pathology-driven model that emphasises treatment for the concerns of girls in
clinical samples, the most promising programs incorporate protective factors that build on girls’
strengths, promote resilience, and buffer them from the development of body dissatisfaction
and subsequent disordered eating practices.”
Andrew Fuller’s excellent Don’t Waste Your Breath, an Introduction to the Mysterious
World of the Adolescent Brain concurs and offers sage pieces of advice to all of us who wish
to have meaningful conversations with teens: “Grab them by the emotions” and “Bombard
them with positives”.

“I honestly couldn’t pick a
favourite part. I have always
had self esteem issues and
it all helped me so much.
REALLY. I have taken away
everything that you said.
I learnt I am an amazing
person, I am stronger than
I thought, I have the best
friends I could ever ask for
and I am normal. You guys are
WICKED AWESOME!!”
Jordan

”To be honest, I thought
it would just be a lady
rambling but you showed
me I am worth so much
more no matter what people
say. THANK YOU FOR
EVERYTHING. I absolutely
loved it and now know I am
worth a million dollars.”
Petri

Steve Biddulph goes so far as to argue that: “A successful and happy adolescence entails
hundreds of conversations about what matters, who you are and what you stand for. Yet many
teenage girls are basically abandoned by distracted parents and the impersonal melee of
large secondary schools. The rise of themed peer groups like emos and goths, the hazards of
queen bee-style bullying and exclusion are a consequence of this adult abandonment. Kids
band together for comfort that the adult world is not providing.”
So, the experts agree in order to give our adolescent girls the tools they need to survive, and
despite our crowded curriculum, we must make time for powerful, positive conversations.
Enlighten has recently established a blog specifically designed to support teachers and
parents in supporting teen girls: http://enlighteneducation.edublogs.org. This site provides
weekly posts with sample lessons and links to quality resources. All are powerful conversation
starters. The site is also proving to be a valuable free professional development resource
for schools – girls must be put back on the agenda. The Blog is a 2007 Finalist for Best New
Edublog.

The power to change
One of the more practical things girls can do to promote a healthy body image is become
involved in sports. Research both here and in the United States has found that women who
participate in sports and physical activity have a more positive body image than those who
don’t. Participation in sports elicits approval from peers, family and friends, and helps women
feel that their bodies are capable and competent. These positive feelings produce a positive
body image.
Although body image is profoundly shaped by social, political, racial, age and gender factors,
these experiences are not static and are vulnerable to other more modern influences. It is
important to realise we have the power to resist and change these stereotypes.
Young people also need to be critical viewers of popular culture and given the tools to
deconstruct media messages. Although I do not think the media is solely responsible for the
sexualisation of children and the objectification of women generally, I do think it plays a key
role.
I love the idea of encouraging girls to talk back to the media and share images of women that
are positive and affirming (perhaps by creating their own ‘Hall of Fame’) and by naming and
shaming some of the exploitative, inappropriate messages that they will no longer tolerate –
on a collective ‘Wall of Shame’.
Finally, older women must step up and act as positive role models. How can we expect our
daughters to love the way they look when we are lamenting our ageing bodies and rushing
to have botox?

Danni and Enlighten team members Jane (Adelaide)
and Sonia (Victoria) reading affirmations.

And while 65 per cent of girls between 13 and 16 may say they are not as beautiful as the
average girl, 85 per cent of women over 40 say they are not as attractive as the average
woman. Women OWN this self-hatred and unless we all act to put a stop to it, nothing will
change. Why is it that in ‘Girl World’ loving yourself is the ultimate crime?
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Path to Enlightenment
“There is nothing enlightening about shrinking so that other people
will not feel insecure around you … and as we let our light shine, we
unconsciously give other people permission to do the same. As we
are liberated from our own fear, our presence liberates others.”
Marianne Williamson
The team at Enlighten Education have deliberately chosen to try to live shiny lives and have
stepped up to have authentic conversations with, and to act as role models for, young girls.
We have also modeled the importance of self-belief by recently entering the Australian Small
Business Champion Awards – and we were delighted when we were named National Winner,
Children’s Services!
There have been other professionals we
deeply admire that have championed our
cause and contributed to our success: Clinical
Professor David Bennett, Dr Michele Beal,
Stress Management Specialist, and Jenny
Lewis, CEO, Australian Council for Educational
Leaders. Whilst the ultimate judges of our
work are the many thousands of girls we work
with each year, the external recognition and
Dannielle Miller and Francesca Kaoutal winning Australian
validation of our work also means so very
Small Business Champion, Children’s Services.
much on many levels; it models for the girls we
work with that we are not only proud of what we do, but prepared to put our hand up and say
we do it well. It shows too that it is important to actively seek out mentors who will help you
shine. May you all continue to shine – and seek opportunities to show your girls that they
shine too.
Enlighten Education may be contacted via their web site: www.enlighteneducation.com or on
1300735997.
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