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Preface






‘You can have my granddaughter if you like … while she’s 14, she’s yours.’








Why write a book on 14-year-old girls? It’s a question I’ve been asked by almost everyone who has not had one. The need for it became clear to me a couple of years ago, while facilitating a conversation with a panel of school leavers. I asked the Year 12 students to articulate the advice they would give to their younger sisters about secondary school. What were the biggest challenges they would be forced to navigate once they first arrived at their high school? They responded in chorus, along these lines:






‘Warning: Year 9 is hard.’


‘Skip Year 9 if you can.’


‘Being 14 is the worst year possible.’


‘Stay off social media when you turn 14.’








It caught me off guard and, with two daughters still deep inside Tweenie Land, set off a warning that there was something about the age of 14 that warranted attention. About a week later I received a text from one of my closest friends. ‘I am warning you now: do not let your girls turn 14,’ she said. Her daughter – a clever, sassy school leader – was 14.


What was this about? A week turned into a month, and I had the trifecta of concerns about 14-year-old girls. While addressing a group of about 100 people at a restaurant on the topic of writing biographies, I was asked what the content of my next book might be. ‘I don’t know,’ I said honestly, ‘but I’m thinking there’s something about 14-year-old girls that needs to be talked about.’ The heckle from the back of the room was as loud as it was unexpected. ‘You can have my granddaughter if you like,’ an elderly woman bellowed. ‘She was a darling at 13, and I’d like to have her back at 15 – but while she’s 14, she’s yours!’ Later, she told me how the family’s ‘golden girl’ had turned into an ‘evil princess’, backchatting her parents, locking herself in her room, and pulling out of her music lessons. Her parents were lost and didn’t know what to do.


Driving home, the synergy of those three messages stuck. In the space of a month I’d been alerted to something about 14-year-old girls by a panel of 17-year-old students, a 45-year-old mother and an 80-something-year-old grandmother. Intrigued, it set me on a path that led to this book.


Almost 200 14-year-old girls allowed me into their world as part of this research. They were chosen randomly, after approaching schools and associations, but together, the 192 teens straddled city and country areas, public and private and girls-only and co-educational schools. While the identities of those students and their schools have been protected by pseudonyms, a tidy picture emerged quickly of a generation of teens wrestling with where they fit – at school, in friendship groups, and even in their own families. They admit to feeling conflicted, constantly. They want to be the strong, independent young women their teachers encourage them to be. At 14, they’ve never had so many examples of leadership: they’ve witnessed a female prime minister in Australia, and women leading the United Kingdom, Germany and the International Monetary Fund. But they still find themselves bending to the demands of bullies in their class, or boys who want to go one step further. Some days turn into big sticky morasses.


A generation ago, a 14-year-old girl might have found herself in a familiar muddle: no longer a girl and not quite a woman. She’d have had a foot in both camps, and the chasm in between might have been brimming with conflict: from a wavering self-esteem to an obsession with the latest fad; from rolling her eyes at her mother’s request for a hug, to wanting an embrace, desperately, but not knowing how to ask. For this generation, however, so much is different. Social media follows her to bed each night, as fallouts with friends take on a crisis pitch. A 14-year-old girl today has a crying need to fit in with her friends – and will change what she believes in to do that – and an anxiety fuelled by pressure to look good, and think smart. Unlike previous generations of 14-year-old girls, she will be more connected than ever, in one way, and less connected in another. On some days, inside the packed school grounds, she will feel utterly alone amongst hundreds of others. She’ll fight nastiness, mood swings, and be pressured to take risks that she knows she shouldn’t. A toxic junk culture, alien to her mother’s generation, will also challenge her mind and her body. She’ll want boundaries, as much as she wants to test every one you set. Her passion will be boundless, and she’ll jump to volunteer for a cause. And then she’ll turn around and slam the door on her little sister, for no other reason than she was standing next to it. She’ll drag her feet one moment, and skip along another, as long as no-one is looking.


In the pages that follow, you will meet girls who have had their identity stolen, and police who reveal that their jaws dropped when they were made to listen to the lyrics girls sing along to on the way to school. You’ll meet wonderful principals and teachers and school nurses, parenting experts and teen psychologists, all of whom are spending their days navigating a safe path for our 14-year-old daughters. You will hear that Kids Helpline has been contacted over 22 000 times in the past four years by 14-year-old girls. And like me, you might rashly dismiss that cohort as being children from ‘troubled’ homes: teenagers who live on the fringe. Many, if not most, are not. They are 14-year-old girls like Claire and Ann and Jo and Sarah who need help telling their parents about the B+ they scored, instead of the A expected. Or they might be an A student who has begun to self-harm, but her parents don’t know. They might be the girl from the bus stop you drive past who is weighed down with the pressure of parental expectation, or a friendship fallout that has wrecked her self-confidence. They might be your daughter, or the daughter of your best friend.


Hundreds of books have been written about teen girls from the perspective of youth counsellors and teachers and psychologists. I’m none of those. And there is no doubt, too, that teen boys go through a difficult patch on the way to becoming men. But as a journalist, and a mother of two young daughters, I started this task wanting to understand how teen girls think, and how we respond. Teachers, principals, teen psychologists, school nurses and police all told me that 14-year-old girls were their ‘biggest clientele’. Of course it could be 13-year-olds, or those just turned 15. But being 14, and in Year 9, was the eye of the storm. Why? Why not 10-year-old girls? Or older teens? Why do smart, sassy 14-year-old girls feel so lost? What do they see as their challenges? Do they believe that we understand the pickles they find themselves in? And what, if we were really listening, without judgement, would they want us to know?






‘Even though I’m smiling [it] doesn’t mean I’m happy with the world or myself.’ – CLAIRE


‘I don’t know who I am anymore.’ – POLLY


‘I find myself saying stuff like “the world isn’t fun anymore” a lot.’ – JUSTINE


‘It’s a time of sadness and constantly feeling you are being judged. There are so many expectations.’ – ROSE


‘It’s good and bad. At this age it is known that friendships change, which kind of sucks. Also, things are happening to your body and it begins to drain you. But being 14 can also be fun.’ – ANN


‘Being 14 is absolutely horrible. It is when (at least for me) you start to question everything and your life starts to crumble.’ – EMILY


‘Many teachers claim that Year 9 is the year students go savage.’ – JODIE


‘It’s difficult. Can you tell us whether we’re supposed to be adults or kids? ’Cause sometimes we’re treated as one, and then the other.’ – ALISON








Of course, being 14 can be a golden time too. You might see your daughter more passionate than ever, and wanting to volunteer to make the world a better place. You will see the beginnings of an awesome young woman, with an open heart and wanting the best for herself and everyone around her. If you have a daughter, you’ll probably even see yourself. But my goal, from the outset, has been to give a voice to the nation’s 14-year-old girls. They deserve to be heard. Their hope is that we will listen.
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Being 14






‘Being 14 sucks.’


TESSA,
14








Marise McConaghy, principal of Victoria’s Strathcona Baptist Girls’ Grammar School, has been explaining 14-year-old girls to their parents for decades. Previously deputy principal at Brisbane Girls’ Grammar School, McConaghy says thinking of them as constantly on the drug LSD can help explain many of their actions. ‘People who use this drug are apparently intense, changeable, internal, often cryptic or uncommunicative and of course dealing with a distant reality,’ McConaghy told one big crowd of Year 9 parents. ‘The emotional system is immature in early adolescence, and small events can trigger enormous reactions. A negative comment about appearance, or a bad mark on a test, can hurl a girl into a despair which can last days or minutes, and a new pair of jeans or a block of chocolate can elicit unparalleled bliss.’


The description will ring true for many parents of a 14-year-old girl. ‘Teenage girls are extremists who try to see the world in black and white but end up over-analysing the grey,’ McConaghy says. ‘One affront can mean that they have no friends, or all the teachers hate them. Life is either marvellous or not worth living, school is either pure torment or is the best place on earth, teachers are weird psychos or okay, and they either love themselves and can’t stop looking in the mirror or pathetic failures with no friends and loser, socially disastrous parents.’ The thing is, the girls themselves don’t understand the daily lurch between this and that, between needing their parents and eschewing them at every opportunity. ‘They are sensitive and tender-hearted, mean and competitive, superficial and idealistic. They are confident in the morning and overwhelmed with anxiety by nightfall. They rush through some days with wild energy and then collapse, unspeaking, into lethargy for hours in front of the television. One minute they love their world and their families and friends, the next they are critical of everyone and dispirited and hopeless. Much of their behaviour is unreadable,’ McConaghy says.


Being 14 is all of those things and more. Born in the first few years of this century, a 14-year-old might not have seen a ‘dial-up’ phone, outside of an antique shop. Hers is a world of touch screen and wifi, of devices and apps, of television on demand and music in the pocket, of instant gratification and connectivity. Respected social researcher Mark McCrindle refers to them as the up-agers because they’re older, younger. ‘The technology gives them access to things earlier, which from an educational perspective can be fantastic,’ he says. But it means it can also send them into a world of bullying and social exclusion, where the power of celebrity reigns, and where 24-hour connectivity can rule their lives, dominating their sleep patterns and academic results, determining their friendships, and how they see themselves. This technology has been so transformative, McCrindle says, that it has left this cohort without a real view of the history behind them. ‘Everything is in the now. Everything is being rebased from the 21st century, from the new era, the new economy,’ he says. This group of teen girls has only ever known a world where there are more university students who are female than male, where authority and hierarchies and even chivalry are dead. But feeding the contradictions, it could also be the first generation in more than a century that doesn’t expect to live better than their parents’ generation, according to top economist Saul Eslake; a world where they will live under a ceiling of debt, built by their parents, and where productivity growth is permanently slower and job rotation faster. Home ownership will be hard, without an inheritance, but business opportunities, at the touch of a flatscreen, will feed the innovative from the comfort of their home desk. Childhood is already shorter than it’s ever been, and the junk culture they face positively Brobdingnagian.


But many of the paradoxes facing 14-year-olds are generated not by external forces but by the contradictions of their own developing brains. Associate Professor James Scott, from the University of Queensland Centre for Clinical Research, says the ages from 12 through to 25 are crucial in the brain’s development. A child and adolescent psychiatrist, Scott explains that the connections from one part of the brain to another become more efficient from the bottom to the top and from the front to the back, in that order. The older parts of the brain, at the bottom, drive biological needs, like hunger and reward and fear and emotion. These are the parts that mature early. The frontal cortex – the newer parts – help us organise and plan things. These keep our behaviour in check and ensure we consider the consequences of what we might do. These parts govern our judgement and reasoning powers, our self-regulation, logic and impulse. ‘They make us stop and think, “Is this a really good idea or not?”’ Scott explains. A 14-year-old will have the mature part of the brain working, but the frontal part will still be developing. ‘So when you see kids do really silly things and think, “How could they do such a stupid thing?” – up to young adults – part of the reason is that they have these adult drives that little kids don’t have but they don’t have the adult reasoning and logic and foresight yet to understand the consequences. This is the frontal cortex – which gives the teenager the reasoning skills,’ he says. ‘Someone might say, “Why is my 14-year-old so disorganised?” That’s because that part of the brain’s not developed yet.’


Associate Professor Alan Ralph from the Triple P Positive Parenting Program says the changes in the brain that occur between the ages of 12 or 13 and 25 mean we should keep in mind our expectations of what teens are able to do. ‘One day you have a 14-year-old who is 25 and the next day you have one who is five, so you have to adapt your behaviour and that’s a real hassle for parents. What I would say is to try to treat them as an emerging adult all the time. Sometimes it isn’t going to work; they’re going to be behaving like primary schoolers again. That doesn’t mean you should change the way you respond to them. If you can be consistent in how you behave you should find that those ups and downs become flatter.’ Of course, teens develop at different times too, and an adolescent’s brain will be remodelled along the way, at different stages for different individuals. Girls’ brains are also more likely to develop before boys’ brains. But the stage is set. Even before our 14-year-old girls get out of bed each morning, they’re often hamstrung by a brain that’s still waiting for a maturity spurt.


The girls admit to feeling the enigma. They say they’re up and down, happy then snappy. Being 14 is bittersweet; perfect one minute, pathetic the next.






‘Being 14 is confusing and a mix of emotions. Sometimes you want to lock yourself in a room for years and sometimes it’s the most carefree and fun time you could ever imagine.’ – OLIVIA


‘Being 14 is a weird in-between age. I feel constantly conflicted about decision-making.’ – PARIS


‘We’re not young and we’re not old. We are kind of stuck in the middle. Like a middle child.’ – SASHA


‘We’re the nothing year. Those below us don’t respect us and those above us don’t think we earn their respect. We’re stuck in the middle, waiting to be treated seriously.’ – BROOKE








A compelling homogeneity enveloped the girls’ answers to questions ranging from their relationships with their parents to their biggest fears, from their use of social media to the influence of friends. Their responses were also similar when asked how they viewed the age of 14 and how their lives differed from those of their mothers, and even what they wanted their parents to know but couldn’t bring themselves to reveal. Many of the issues they nominate as their daily challenges stand out to us, as adults, too: the pervasive influence of social media; falling out with friends; pressure to fit in, at any cost; unexplained anxiety. The list goes on. But surprises, at least for me, popped up too. Author and co-founder of The Huffington Post Arianna Huffington has been warning about an epidemic in sleeplessness – and these girls confirm that. They are so tired, many of them are learning nothing in the classroom. The teen craze that sees about one-third – according to teachers, principals and police – of 14-year-old girls sending a naked selfie to someone else is also an alarm bell for every parent. And before you pass over that, they will often be the A-student; the good girl in class who wants to push the boundaries in a way she thinks will not catch her out. That issue alone has given Jon Rouse, the head of Australia’s Task Force Argos – which tracks down online sex predators – a daily headache, with parents and daughters pleading with him to remove photographs that have found their way onto an overseas website. He tells them there’s nothing he can do; once it’s been sent, a photograph can end up anywhere. But perhaps the biggest surprise, at least to me, was the queue outside the office of school counsellors, or the flood of calls to Kids Helpline, by A-grade students, scared to tell their parents they failed to get into the extension class in English or Maths or Science. They’d failed, in their view, because they’d only managed an A minus.


Alex Curtis, Kids Helpline Counselling Centre Supervisor, says 14-year-old girls are a big client group of the counselling service, and she wishes they would love themselves a little bit more. ‘They’re trying to find where they fit, and what strikes me is they seem to have this real need to please their parents,’ she says. ‘They call saying, “I’m worried they’re going to be disappointed in me,” or “I just want more time with them.” It seems to be a real stage in their life where they are struggling with their own identity and independence but they still want that connection with Mum and Dad.’ Senior Constable Kelly Humphries, a school-based police officer in the region between Brisbane and the Gold Coast, agrees. ‘Fourteen. They are my problem children,’ she says. ‘They’re trying to find their place, and it’s the age where you can tell quite quickly whether a tomfool will turn into a seasoned offender.’


Parents agree that there’s something about being 14. One big UK study of 2000 mothers and fathers, with children aged over 18, found 14-year-old daughters more troublesome than the terrible twos, which had previously held the crown. Helene Hardy, a school-based youth health nurse in Queensland, takes a deep breath when she’s asked to describe today’s 14-year-old girl. Girls of this age are regular visitors to her office, usually over a breakdown in a relationship (sometimes with her boyfriend but usually with her girlfriends). They feel disconnected from their parents, saying they’re too busy for a long conversation. ‘They’re in the same house, but they are not connecting at all,’ she says. Social media has taken their place, and night and day her chat with friends will send her to giddy heights, and toss her into pits of despair. These girls will search for a tribe, and their loyalty to that group – whether it’s the TCs (the Too Cools), the Nerds or another group – will be absolute; a pack mentality even stopping her from speaking up when she knows something is wrong. ‘It’s happened forever,’ Hardy says. But once upon a time, it didn’t follow you home. ‘They’re actually finding school a safer place,’ she says. Hardy tells the students to block bullies, usually other girls in the same year. ‘“You mean, turn my phone off?”’ They’re aghast at the suggestion. It’s their company, their lifeline, even on the worst days.


Alan Ralph from Triple P says parents of teenagers might struggle with four issues that didn’t exist in their earlier parenting. First, the arrival of puberty and the hormonal changes that come with that. Secondly, their teen’s increased exposure to the world in terms of influence, and the fact that their (the parents’) ability to control those influences is dramatically reduced. Thirdly, how to manage the push for independence that invariably comes with adolescence. And finally, the issue of brain development.


To the girls, their parents are both their best friends and their daily enemies. They need boundaries and butt up against every one of them. And parents, according to almost every expert I talked to, sometimes just give up. Exhaustion takes hold, along with a false hope that stepping back will bring the return of that tight bond of a few years ago. Susan McLean, who was a member of the Victoria Police for 27 years and authored Sexts, Texts and Selfies, calls that ‘limp lettuce’ parenting. She says while some parents sit in the corner with their fingers crossed, others are so overbearing they will ban all social media, with neither attitude helping their children in the long run. Those overbearing parents also make life a living hell for some school principals and teachers. Increases in school fees and a competitive education system mean parents have a bigger stake in the game, and teachers tell stories of parents threatening to take out AVOs against other students or parents, sending legal letters over friendship fights, and appealing over marks that amount to 0.05 per cent.


Karen Spiller, national chair of the Association of Heads of Independent Schools of Australia (AHISA) and principal of St Aidan’s Anglican Girls’ School in Brisbane, says Year 9 girls have always been a challenge. ‘It’s a tough time because they don’t know who they are,’ she says. ‘They don’t want to be like their mum. They want to be like whoever the latest pop star is. But for some of them, they have that cognition that they do actually want to be like their mum. They just don’t want to admit it.’ Full of potential, their energy is delightful, Spiller says, but they live in a whirlpool of ire and doubt, stuck between the security of childhood and the lure of young adulthood. They’re trapped, and they feel it. ‘They’ve got pressure from their parents. They have pressure from their school. Pressure from the boyfriend or the peer group – which is the ultimate. And they’re in this really tough place.’


Spiller has been a strong public advocate for girls in education, and her desk is laden with self-help books on teen girls. ‘Your daughter comes out of that 14-year-old tunnel,’ she says. ‘Eventually.’ She sees it often: poorly behaved students who wear leadership badges in Year 12. Spiller might even have been one of them herself. ‘I’ve got to say, I was pretty naughty in Year 8,’ she says. ‘I was at a large school … I don’t know what I was doing, but I’d climb out windows and be rude to teachers who let me be rude to them. Teachers who weren’t strong enough. Then, if the deputy principal was walking around the school, I’d be so terrified. In my heart of hearts I knew I wanted to be a good kid but I was playing on the fringes of being naughty.’


It’s not a beat-up, school-based nurse Helene Hardy says. Year 9 can change your trajectory. ‘From my experience, that’s the age. It can make you tougher. I’ve seen some young people who have had a crap time of it but have done okay. Then I see other kids who just crumble.’ It’s a tunnel through to adulthood, where teen girls need to be guided to the exit signs, and their parents need to venture in at every entry sign they spot. Flo Kearney, principal of Somerville House, a big independent school in Queensland with almost 1400 students from pre-prep to Year 12, says each girl’s journey will be different. ‘We have many mums here who have two or three or four daughters. Each of them is different in the way they approach things, and even though the expectations are the same in any given family, you’ll get a different response because they are different children.’ Interestingly, a girl’s experience through Year 9 will also depend on the particular cohort of students she is with. But Kearney says educators can often spot those girls who will fare better right at the start of Year 9. They will be the more mature of the cohort; they will carry a strong self-confidence, and a sense of self-containment into the playground. They will still push the boundaries and answer back, and often even struggle with themselves, but they will respond to the challenges in a way that doesn’t pull them into a year-long quagmire,’ she says. Dr Judith Locke, a clinical psychologist and author of The Bonsai Child, says those who cope well are more likely to be the girls who ‘just get on with it’; they have a grit and a resilience and a confidence that they will cope. Locke says parents can encourage that, by not pandering to their children or going in to bat for them at every opportunity.


The pursuit of Little Miss Perfect, where 14-year-old girls feel the need to excel across the board – academically, in sport, the arts, and socially – is also driving an epidemic in teen anxiety. Death tops their worries, as they navigate a world where spot fires of terrorism dominate the news. Eating disorders, for this batch, are on the wane, according to teachers, but have been replaced by self-injury, an alarming trend where girls are using blades to harm themselves. They then hide it, pulling down their skirt or the sleeve of their shirt. Don’t make a judgement here on who might be a candidate; experts claim it is widespread across many different personalities. Attacked for being self-absorbed and self-involved, some 14-year-old girls opt to feel pain as they travel the road to physical, emotional, intellectual and social adulthood.






‘If you do one thing you are called a name and if you don’t you are called the opposite. Whatever road you take, most of the time it won’t end well.’ – ROSE


‘Fourteen is hard. You are trying to make friends with guys so it will help you in the long run. But you need to keep school, work, play and social life at an equal ratio.’ – ABBY


‘It’s a struggle but a fun wild ride of emotions. Your body changes, but personally I love it.’ – REBECCA


‘I don’t ignore my parents but I just don’t keep the conversation going. If they ask me about school, I’ll just give them a blunt answer.’ – MILLIE


‘Mum doesn’t like me to shut the door, which gets me annoyed. I want to get away from everyone. And that means she doesn’t trust me. She says she does, but that shows she doesn’t.’ – LAURA








Many 14-year-olds will sink into anonymity. These are, often, those 14-year-olds who are not ‘the sporty girls’ or the ‘academics’ or ‘the dancers’. They’re not the TCs (Too Cools), nor the class nerds. It’s a year of division, says one Year 9 teacher, where girls are separated, inadvertently, into those who ‘achieve’ and those who don’t. That latter group can lose their voice amongst the class stars, and become lost themselves. Bewildered parents will struggle to find the compass setting to help them find their way back.


That describes a world alien to their parents’ teenage years, when technology was primitive and easily controlled, when we addressed our neighbours as Mr and Mrs and never by their first name, and where mistakes could be made freely, without the world knowing and commenting on it. Now, for a 14-year-old girl, the chance of a new reputation is virtually impossible. There is no starting over. They can move schools, as many have, but by the time they walk through the new school gate, everyone knows them, and why they have moved. Bullying and friendship fallouts and the pressure to fit in doesn’t stop at the school lunch table; it follows them home, 24 hours a day, seven days a week, and spreads like wildfire through other schools, and suburbs. The empowerment promised feels false, and while they can text and sext into the early hours of the morning, one slip-up can shroud their reputation for years.


Dannielle Miller, co-founder and CEO of Enlighten Education, says we need to celebrate more the achievements of our female teens. She cites 14-year-old Jade Hameister, the youngest person in history to trek to the North Pole, but says wonderful small achievements by 14-year-olds regularly slip under the radar because of the media’s negative focus. It’s difficult to argue with that point. Think of the last news story you heard that related to 14-year-old girls. On the day I am writing this, there are two: an all-in brawl in a school ground between two 14-year-old girls over a social media comment, and the search for a 14-year-old girl who has not contacted her parents for several days. Miller says this group of girls comprises the nation’s biggest volunteers, particularly with animals, and will be quick to sign up for 40-hour famines, readathons and doorknock appeals. ‘They give back to the community in all of those ways, so despite the rhetoric about them all being rather narcissistic and more interested in selfies, they are really interested in community and helping and caring. They have a sense of optimism [and] they think they can help change the world. That’s a really lovely thing about them.’


Fran Reddan, principal of Mentone Girls’ Grammar School in Victoria, says issues around inequality are at the top of their mind. In a group of ten 14-year-old students, she found homelessness, the growing use of ice as a drug on some city streets, race relations, religion, refugees, human rights and terrorism were all current affairs issues that they felt strongly about. ‘And the question they ask me is, “What is Australia doing?”’ That’s the exact reason, as a teacher, author, educator and parenting expert, that Maggie Dent loved standing in front of a Year 9 classroom. ‘I chose that year because it’s incredibly gutsy, passionate, evolving, and when you get to have the conversations with them you see the world through another lens that you’ve completely forgotten. They are easy to inspire. Easy to enthuse. Easy to fire up because they’re so easily influenced,’ Dent says. Principal of Loreto College in Adelaide Dr Nicole Archard argues that we need to not only celebrate girls more, but be alert to the language we use to describe them. ‘Too often we sell it as a negative,’ she says. ‘Too often we sell it as “girls of that age are bitchy”. Girls at that age aren’t bitchy. It’s just another label that we apply that is a gendered term.’ The former dean of academic studies at Sydney’s Wenona School, Archard says all the challenges 14-year-old girls face can be navigated more easily if they understand themselves, and build confidence, resilience and self-efficacy. ‘Girls have to believe they can be leaders. It’s not just providing them with role models and developing their skills. They’ve got to have that internal belief that they belong there, that they can fit there and that they have the capacity to do those things.’


Caroline Paul, author of The Gutsy Girl: Escapades for Your Life of Epic Adventure, says we parent our daughters very differently from how we parent our sons. ‘When you look around you can hear it: parents telling their girls to watch out, or not to do that, or “no”. We think we are protecting them but I really think we are limiting them,’ she says. ‘We’ve actually coupled fear and femininity, and we need to decouple them. We encourage fear in girls because we think it protects them. It’s become so insidious that we just expect it. Nobody worries when a girl screams at a spider or lets somebody pick up a heavy object or refuses to bike down a steep hill. Yet if a boy did that we’d really worry for his future. So my question is, why aren’t we worrying for a girl’s future?’


Put that scenario of the spider, or careering down a hill on a bicycle, to a group of mothers, and they accept that there’s a real variance in how they treat our sons and daughters. Certainly, in this group of mothers of 14-year-old girls, meeting on a sunny Wednesday afternoon, the chatter is full of mea culpas.






‘It is partly our fault because we teach them to stand up and have an opinion and then …’ – JULIE


‘We had a comment from a friend once and she said her husband was cracking it about the daughter backchatting. And I said, “Well, you want her to go to a good strong school that teaches women’s rights and being independent” – and then he gets home and tries to squash her.’ – BARB


‘What can we expect? You can’t have your cake and eat it too.’ – ANGE








And there seems nowhere where the ‘having your cake and eating it too’ is more difficult than in your 14-year-old’s social media world.
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Being connected






‘They think they’re talking to this really hot 17-year-old and they’re not. It’s the father of one of the girls.’


A POLICE OFFICER,
investigating a known paedophile.








Thinking of the following story takes me back to a shopping centre, a few years ago, when my four-year-old went missing. Every mother, perhaps every father, has a similar tale: the alarm that is followed quickly by a sick feeling, deep in the pit of your stomach; the nausea only held down by screaming her name, in the hope she hears. It’s a gut-wrenching physical reaction, that dissipates quickly when she runs towards you, her arms outstretched.


Kellie’s story had the same impact on me. It unfolded as she sat on the floor of her holiday house bedroom, tears messing with the mascara she’d applied meticulously only minutes ago; the result of a good deal she saw online. She narrowed her eyes, reading the text message again, as her tears turned the characters all wrinkly. By now, Kellie knew the words in the text off by heart. It was from a friend, accusing her of being hateful to her and their group of 14-year-old friends. Kellie didn’t understand. She’d found this group of friends – her gang, as she called them – months earlier, and it’s where she fitted. The angst that had filled her mornings with dread, as she passed through the school gates, had disappeared into their embrace, and she’d do anything for this group of girls. She’d never abuse any of them. Ever. And now, one of them was blaming her for nasty Facebook posts that attacked each of her friends, by name. Kellie called another friend, who promptly hung up on her. And another. On holidays, and without wifi, she couldn’t access the Facebook page, but she knew someone else was behind the vitriol she was alleged to have ignited. As Kellie tells it, the panic started deep down in her stomach and kept growing and growing. She wanted to vomit. And that’s when she collapsed on the floor, sobbing.


Kellie’s story is common. In some cases, it follows a teen lending their phone to someone else, unaware of how it will be used against them, or when the author posts under another teen’s name. In other cases, an open Instagram or Snapchat or even Facebook account might invite forgery. In an alarming number of cases, it’s as wilful as it is spiteful. An ex-friend with a gripe will set up a fake account, with a photograph taken from the internet or scanned from a school magazine, and become the author of cruel taunts. ‘I hate you, and so does everyone else,’ she might write. ‘Everyone wants you dead,’ one of the girls I interviewed was told. ‘You’re a fake-ass ho and retarded and a bitch,’ another was told. Or it might be less abusive, but just as unkind: ‘We’re all going into town after school on Thursday. All of us. Except you.’ Or the heartbreak might be in response to a soured girl–boy relationship, where a simple ‘no’ to a school dance invitation forces the starter gun on a lengthy campaign, using a fake identity, to embarrass, goad and mock someone.


Ask a 14-year-old girl, and many of them have their own story. Says Kate, ‘They [she doesn’t know who] send me screen shots of what other people are saying about me – like I’m a cow – but I can’t see who it is from, so at lunchtime I never know if I’m sitting next to the person who hates me. I don’t even know why they do it, but it makes me hate school.’ Tara agrees. ‘Some people called me fake, and I know that doesn’t sound bad, but if you don’t know who it is, it makes you suspicious of all your friends. And now I don’t have any friends.’ ‘Go kill yourself’ is not an uncommon text penned to a 14-year-old. Sometimes it carries the link to websites to assist. ‘You’re fat.’ ‘Nobody likes you.’ Mary tells of a recent request to follow from a friend. ‘So I did, and then these revolting photographs of her came up. It wasn’t her account. Someone had hacked her and then uploaded all this stuff.’


Often, the fake accounts are easy to track. It might be, as it was at one school, that only a single person ‘liked’ the anonymous Facebook page, set up to spread rumours about Year 9 students. ‘The teachers knew who it was immediately. I mean, who would “like” the account they set up?’ Meredith says. Nicole’s friend was on the receiving end of a police investigation. ‘My friend made a fake account and the person she was taking off spotted it, and then the police and her parents got involved.’ The police also got involved in Naomi’s case, after she started receiving online threats. The culprit, police found, was a paedophile.


And as harrowing as all of this is, targeted girls admit that they rarely tell their parents they’ve become a victim. They will feel wretched. Their marks might plummet. They will cry themselves to sleep. But many of these teens will not walk out to the lounge room and confide in their parents. Why? Because what’s worse than the abuse is the thought that their mobile phone will be confiscated on the grounds of safety. That was Kellie’s fear. As she sat on the floor, wanting to shut the world out, she knew her parents’ response would be to take her phone away so that she couldn’t be hurt any further. That meant, in her mind, she couldn’t tell them. Eventually, though, a family friend stepped in and convinced her to call a male friend who others in the group saw as a leader. She did, and he convinced her friends that she couldn’t have possibly uploaded the savage posts while on a wifi-free holiday. One by one, her friends returned, and the tears stopped and the smiles came back. Eventually, the culprit outed herself: she and Kellie shared a biology class. They’d never talked, or even met, but Kellie had been easy prey. ‘Who knows why someone does it?’ Kellie says now. ‘Perhaps they’re jealous. Perhaps they’re just bored.’


School-based youth health nurse Helene Hardy agrees with the boredom comment. With more than 13 years’ experience in child and adolescent mental health, Hardy says girl groups routinely target someone, often out of tedium. ‘Sometimes it’s the old survival of the fittest. I’ve seen it over and over.’ And while it happened when we were all at school, a crucial difference defines 2017. ‘Home was an escape. But that’s not the case anymore with these kids,’ she says. She tells them to ignore the abuse. ‘Don’t respond. Don’t get caught in that cycle of escalation. Block.’ They are incredulous at that last piece of advice. Block? Turn their phone off? ‘Even though they are being bullied [ … ] it’s almost as though they’re not sure they’d even be allowed to do that. [Their phone is] their life. I tell them that’s their time, at home, away from all those worries.’ The problem, as Hardy explains, is that an increasing number of working parents, and busy lives, result in girls being alone more at home. ‘So they rely on that social media as their contact with the outside world.’
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