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By Madonna King and available from Headline


Being 14: Helping Fierce Teens Become Awesome Women


Fathers and Daughters: Helping Girls and Their Dads Build Unbreakable Bonds









About the Book


‘Madonna tells us the truth about what Australian tween and teen girls are feeling and thinking. Best of all, she equips parents with useful tips on what our girls need from us and wish we knew.’ Rebecca Sparrow, author of Ask Me Anything


Ten is the new thirteen.


Girls today are leaving childhood behind well before their teens, so how can we help them navigate this transition?


Many parents struggle to understand just how many pressures their pre-teen daughter is under, from social media, friendship building, bullying and anxiety, to finding their identities – all while going through puberty.


In Ten-ager, journalist, social commentator and bestselling author Madonna King draws on the perspectives of 500 ten-year-old girls, 1600 parents and 100 teachers, along with the expertise of leading psychologists, head teachers, counsellors, parenting experts, police and neuroscientists to deliver the answers parents need and the insights our girls want us to know.


Inside these pages, discover:


• Why girls are entering puberty earlier than ever before


• How to help your ten-ager navigate friendships and bullying


• What role smartphones and social media play in her development


• How to support her confidence, resilience and dreams for the future


• How to promote positive body image and mental health


• What our ten-agers really want to tell us.


Ten-ager is the perfect guide to help parents understand how their daughter is feeling, what to say, and when to stay silent and listen.









To all our ten-year-old girls. The victory is so much sweeter when you run your own race.









Preface


Olivia is writing a list of goals for this week. 1) MAKE FRIENDS! This was number two on last week’s list, but has proved more difficult than she thought since she swapped from her primary school to middle school last year. 2) ASK MUM FOR A PHONE. It’s second this week after falling a notch, but she’s not giving up. She will pester her parents today and tomorrow and the next day because she is the only one, she says, in her class without one. Once she gets a phone, she’s going to get TikTok and then her life will be perfect. Almost. Some of her other goals are more secret. She hasn’t written down that she wants to lose weight, because her mother would get angry like she did the first time she saw her new cursive writing commit it to paper. But she does want to. And she wants to be shorter, too. That’s probably why some of the girls don’t want to be her friend: she is too tall. Maybe that accounts for the teasing. Emmy laughed at her last week, on the day they were allowed to wear their pyjamas to school. ‘Who’s wearing Disney pyjamas?’ She’d spat out that question almost like an accusation, and everyone looked at her. Everyone. Now Olivia keeps her pyjamas under her pillow. 3) ASK MUM FOR NEW PYJAMAS.


Olivia could be your daughter or mine; our niece or best friend’s daughter or granddaughter. She is ten and lives in cities and towns the nation over. Her thoughts and feelings, like those of her peers, teeter between childhood and womanhood. She’s a ten-ager: the new teenager, in a world of instant learning and connectivity, where the power of celebrity reigns, where the online world envelops decision-making and where friends can turn into foes over lunchtime. She’s seeing a bigger world and all the opportunities and challenges it offers, but she needs to be cared for and nurtured and hugged. She needs to be encouraged to reach for her own stars, not those of the A-student sitting next to her. And she needs us – her parents and others in her life – to listen, without judgement. She’ll explain why in the pages that follow.


In Australia, ten-year-olds don’t face the same challenges as some of their peers in other parts of the world: banned from education, sold into slavery, marked for marriage a year or two later. That is just execrable, but it doesn’t mean that our own daughters, going to school in Sydney and Melbourne and Geelong and Perth and Adelaide, are finding today effortless and uncomplicated. Some days, as they explain, are burdensome and daunting and downright hard as they navigate their own journey into adulthood. And they need our help, even if they don’t ask for it.


A ten-year-old girl is precious. Wide-eyed and willing to learn. Wanting to help. Wanting to please. Wanting to fix the environment. Wanting to be heard. She’s likely to be more worldly than her parents were at this age, but less independent. She’s well-read, and the music she listens to and the television programs she follows are full of good things, mostly. But how she listens and watches – and the pervasive influence of the online world and the messages it carries – is more challenging. And it’s a world, and an influence, that is difficult for any parent to really understand. Feminism, for our daughters, is different: it doesn’t have to be argued; they know they are equal to their male peers. Social justice is different, too. Theirs is a world where most are disarmingly non-judgemental of others . . . and agonisingly judgemental of themselves. There, the judgement can be unimaginably harsh.


If Olivia’s mum were writing her goals for the week, they’d revolve around her ten-year-old. ‘I’d want her to smile more.’ ‘I’d want her to like herself more.’ ‘I’d want her to believe enough is enough.’ This project was born out of Being 14, a book chronicling the specific challenges facing the fourteen-year-old cohort of girls. But parents, particularly mothers, asked me to look earlier. They wanted me to find out what was happening at ten, when their daughter was showing a touch of attitude along with a new social conscience, a worldliness, without the analytical skills to decipher real from fake. An age where some of their daughters were just beginning to wriggle out of hugs and into the privacy of their own rooms. An age where they would do anything to fit in.


To those girls and their peers – in big places and small, in cities and on rural properties – who allowed me into their lives, thank you. Almost 500 of them, across Australia, answered my questions, wrote me notes and sat around tables having discussions to help me understand what they really wanted their parents to know. My take-out is that despite the vulnerabilities and challenges being faced by our ten-agers, our future is in the most marvellous, caring and clever hands.


This is a book for their parents. It includes the views of 1600 mothers and draws on the experience of 400 dads. Educators, too, have been invaluable, and in addition to school principals, counsellors and psychologists, almost one hundred Year 5, 6 and 7 public and private school teachers have explained how they see the ten-year-old girls sitting in front of them. Their insights made me smile and frown in equal measure: girls wanting to learn everything, but be liked at all costs; girls wanting to act years older than they should, but who burst out crying too easily; girls wielding their popularity like a weapon, but who were lost finding allies.


Over the next eighteen chapters you’ll meet experts on sleep and puberty, friendship and self-harm, on education and resilience and a dozen other issues. They have all given their time to answer question after question about Olivia and her ten-year-old peers in the hope that we will listen to them more, and understand them better. That’s what they want, and I know that because they told me.
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Who are our ten-agers?




‘I often wish that I could take their dreams and say, “Look I’m just going to preserve this for you. And when you’re fourteen and fifteen, you can come back here and open up that bottle and see what that young girl wanted and dreamt of.”’


Andrew Fuller, psychologist and author





Meet Layla. She’s ten and sassy and smart. She also describes herself as funny and kind, and she loves to dance. So does her friend Sofia, although Sofia’s giving it up next month. She doesn’t look good, she says, in her dance outfit, and she’s too busy anyway. She also received a smartphone for her tenth birthday, and is the envy of her ‘group’ – a merry-go-round of peers who can be friends and foes during the same school day. She says she struggles to belong sometimes, and wishes she was as good at school as Tahlia, who sits next to her. Tahlia moved schools last year, to a new ‘middle school’ for Years 5 and 6, and she too struggles to find friends. ‘I’m a bit annoying and I’m also too tall,’ she says. Claire understands. But she’s more focused on convincing her parents that she needs a smartphone, like Sofia. ‘I am the only one in my whole group who doesn’t have one,’ she says.


Layla and Sofia and Tahlia and Claire. Four girls out of 500 who shared with me their secret hopes and dreams, the challenges they face when they wake up, and what keeps them from sleeping some nights. Together, they paint a delightful picture of our ten-year-old daughters, sisters, nieces and grandchildren. With brutal honesty, they describe finding friends on the journey to finding themselves – their biggest challenge. At ten, their brains and bodies are altering in ways that are not all visible. Self-confidence can arm them some days, and disarm them on others. Believing in themselves seemed easier a couple of years ago, when they took centre stage with gusto, even charging family and friends to see them dance and sing. Now they worry about how others judge them. So many things are changing at this age, they told me, including their parents! In a bid to find their own identity, they look beyond Mum and Dad to other role models. The imperative to fit in is compelling; they see that as the golden ticket to friendship.


This is Generation Alpha, as social researcher Mark McCrindle calls them – the front-end of a new cohort born since 2010 and moulded by unique times. They were born a few years after the smartphone came out, and in the same year that the first-generation iPad was released and Instagram launched. Siri and AirPods, streaming and TikTok, Instagram and YouTube will be part of their teenage DNA. ‘Not only are these ten-year-olds a cohort, an age group, but in so many ways a metaphor for the future,’ McCrindle says. ‘They’re almost a lens. They are living the future before we have even seen it.’ Having had screens as pacifiers since birth, their world is different – even from their Gen Z big sisters. For this post-key, post-cash generation, the world has moved from written to visual media – aka Instagram, TikTok and YouTube – and the muscular influence it has. Globally connected, our ten-agers will have opportunities galore. But digital literacy risks stunting their social growth and means they might not be as well equipped to live life as their parents were. ‘Going for a bushwalk or camping or even getting a campfire organised is something that is beyond the skills of many,’ McCrindle says. Courses and school excursions have often replaced childhood adventures. That’s partly a reflection of the way we parent, but also of a change in the make-up of our cities and the lure of medium- and high-density living, which has killed off big backyards. Life is more structured, too, and after-school tutoring, soccer coaching and gymnastics sessions have taken over from the free play of earlier generations. The focus of parents, often, is towards academic outcomes, and with busy lives themselves, family time tends to see every minute filled.


Today’s ten-year-olds are on the brink of adolescence and all the wonders it brings. But as girls from Perth, Sydney, Hobart, Brisbane, Melbourne and so many other places in between told me, adolescence also presents mountain-­sized obstacles. There’s navigating self-­confidence and resilience when tears seem easier. There’s the body image issues that saturate decision-making. There’s new school workloads. There’s anxiety. And then there’s friendships. Making friends used to be like eating a piece of cake: easy, delicious and comforting. Now it’s different. Some have cake and others don’t. Some share and some don’t. Some don’t like their sort of cake.


Many girls, at ten, describe the challenges they face with precocious eloquence. Others are still finding the words. But here’s the thing about this cohort: differences in development and maturity – in the same class and even in the same friendship circle – can make for long days and short nights. Some girls, at ten, still believe in unicorns, the warm hand of their dad on the walk through the school gates, and the Build-A-Bear they received last Christmas. Others are shaving their legs, offering their opinions on Snapchat and wondering whether the boy on the bus likes them. Kellie Lyneham, deputy principal (student wellbeing) at Melbourne’s Korowa Anglican Girls’ School, sees this wide variance in development regularly. ‘There’s a critical mass who want to be treated like grown-up girls, who want to have the opportunities to demonstrate independence and to make choices about their learning and about their experience on a daily basis,’ she says. ‘But then there’s a cohort who would really just like to be treated like little girls.’


Author and teen educator Dannielle Miller sees that diversity as striking at this age. ‘Some look physically very small and are very interested in ponies and glitter. And others look quite grown-up; they’re probably already on that puberty journey.’ She’s reminded of Britney Spears’s ‘I’m Not a Girl, Not Yet a Woman’, and says the age of ten has become the new thirteen. We now have ten-agers. A few years ago, when speaking at schools to teenagers, she focused on body image and friendship and deconstructing the culture around womanhood. ‘Now schools are calling me and saying, ‘“This is happening in Year 4.” Everything is happening earlier,’ she says.


Kevin Tutt, formerly the principal of Seymour College in Adelaide, has been an educator and school leader across boys’, girls’ and co-ed schools for decades. He says, ‘Childhood is short and the societal pressure on young girls to be more teenage-like, even more womanly, is quite frightening.’ He is troubled, too, by some parents encouraging the rush to adulthood. ‘The parties that some ten-year-old girls are now going to – they’re very teenagey, even adult-like, and that’s quite worrying.’


So is the coronavirus, which will shape our ten-year-olds going forward, in the same way World War II, the Great Depression and September 11 have shaped other generations. ‘Hitting ten years of age when schools are shutting, when globally the economy moves into recession, which we haven’t seen for three decades, and when all of the normalities of life have come to a screeching halt – that will be the profoundest of influences,’ Mark McCrindle says. That cannot be underestimated this year or next year or the year after that. Teachers are seeing it in the stories being submitted and in class artwork. Parents are reporting disrupted sleep patterns and increased anxiety. Girls have seen a health crisis become an economic crisis, which has an impact on who they socialise with and how they do that. ‘I’m worried it will get to Mum and Dad,’ one girl told me. In the two years to December 2019, Kids Helpline told me ten-year-olds made contact 4091 times. Girls made 70 per cent of those calls. But during the first four months of 2020, when we grappled with the pandemic, those figures increased 24 per cent – with ten-year-olds asking about family relationships, emotional wellbeing and mental health. With schools closed, interestingly, the number of calls about friendships and bullying dropped.


Being ten now is like being thirteen a few years ago; children are older, younger. And those first steps away from their parents’ embrace are met by a new wall of influence: the power of peers, and unnamed influencers who now make up a $10 billion online celebrity marketing world. Social media, whether a girl has a smartphone or peeks at her friend’s, will shape much of her decision-making – from what jeans she wants to wear to what music she wants to play. The birthday gift de jour for ten-year-olds during lockdown was a smartphone. Of course, not all parents were in a position to afford one, but in this research it was a common present. Parents wanted to ensure their daughters stayed in contact with friends. In some cases, it worked a treat. In many other instances, it became a purgatory for the whole family and a new avenue both for bullying and isolation. But certainly, when schools resumed after the first lockdown, teachers noticed how some girls were struggling with socialisation skills. ‘We do a lot of work on the socialisation of the girls, and we do a lot of work in Grade 5 on being a friend, making new friends, what to do when friends have conflict, and we work through all of those processes so carefully,’ says Catherine O’Kane, principal of Brisbane’s All Hallows’ School. The smartphone – and in particular the iPhone, which came out in 2007 – has moulded this cohort. O’Kane offers this reminder to the parents of ten-agers: ‘I think my daughter, who’s twenty-seven, got a cassette player for her twelfth birthday. At the time I remember thinking, “Well, I’m such an indulgent mother.” It was a cassette player, for heaven’s sake!’ Now, smartphone technology is ubiquitous. ‘It’s just like water,’ she says. So too are the challenges it can present, according to educators. Sexualised behaviour. Changes in language. A race to grow up. Seeing things that young minds don’t quite understand. Instant gratification, which means some of the mysteries of adolescence are gone. Bullying. No down-time. Increased anxiety. The fear of missing out. Lost sleep. Minds that won’t turn off. Comparisons with photo-doctored celebrities. The list goes on.


So who do they go to with their problems? Sometimes Mum and Dad. Sometimes Nan and Pop, who offer less judgement. But increasingly, it is friends. Sometimes, now, they’ll keep their own secrets rather than blurting them out. ‘I don’t even tell anyone, even if they’re my family,’ says one girl. ‘I’m just scared if they judge me for who I am. So I keep quiet when there’s a problem . . . I know it’s bad but I feel that I can’t trust anyone, not even myself sometimes.’ But it’s also difficult for many parents, with the pressure to keep up with Sienna, Grace, Jasmine, Chloe and the growing number of friends at school who are brandishing a new phone. ‘Can you please write a chapter on why all my friends have a phone and I don’t?’ one ten-year-old pleaded. She, along with her peers, can wield pressure like a pro. Unrelenting. She’ll pout and sulk and tell her parents they don’t understand; the world has changed. And it has.


Their parents are Gen Y-ers (or millennials) mainly, with the median age of a mother giving birth now exceeding thirty-one years. In this research, parents’ ages ranged from thirty-one to fifty-nine. The birth rate is dropping, too, and many ten-year-olds now have fewer siblings than previous generations.


The ten-ager’s parents see her as kind and sassy and chatty and dreamy and sensitive. Also funny and sporty and musical and a delight. ‘She’s a mixed bag of everything,’ one parent says. She’s also mean to her sister, and wanting more time to herself, she wears her heart on her sleeve, and she wants to find her place with friends. She can be bossy and shy, extroverted at home and introverted at school. ‘A grumpy little rebel with an equally gorgeous heart,’ says one parent. ‘In a rush to grow up,’ says another. A leader. A follower. A worrier. An over-thinker. Too anxious. Too teary. ‘At this age she is a delight,’ one mother says. ‘She can be grown up and trying on make-up – then turn around and bounce on a trampoline for hours, giggling with her bestie. We have seen flashes of hormones kick in. Her body is changing, legs are long, breasts are starting to develop. I am just adoring this lovely age and cherishing every moment, as I know it will change soon.’ But she has a lament: ‘I’m sad that this generation of kids never got to have the freedom – experiences both good and bad – of being let loose and growing up with other kids roaming the streets and parks, like we did in the 1980s. This generation is so scheduled, organised, online.’ Online. TikTok. Insta. YouTube. ‘Why are some still into Barbies and playing babies and others want to be teenagers already?’ another mother asks.


Their parents know it’s a different world for their daughters. ‘It’s such a stark comparison parenting our children after the way we were brought up. It’s so confusing,’ one says. ‘It seems like good old values are harder to instil in my children, like gratefulness, ethical standards and being polite.’ And another: ‘I do wonder what’s become of this generation that’s dissolved the respect that kids used to have for adult figures. Teachers have maintained it but I don’t know a child who behaves with the respect we used to have towards [other] adults.’ Or: ‘She’s a lot more grown up than I was. Puberty has started a lot earlier and she’s dealing with the changes and hormones much earlier than I did.’ ‘I was much more motivated to be outside and try my best at everything,’ another says, and adds, ‘My ten-year-old just wants to look at herself in the mirror and wear clothes that her friends do.’ But she is more articulate, older, anxious. ‘I think my daughter is much more mature than I was at that age,’ one mother says.


Like flower buds opening up to the sun, ten-year-olds need to be nurtured and guided as their roots take hold. Not as much as when they were seedlings, but enough to learn how to live amongst the weeds and endure the bouts of bad weather that will challenge them through adolescence and beyond. This is the age when they start to be influenced by individuals outside their family. Toni Riordan, the principal of Brisbane’s St Aidan’s Anglican Girls’ School, sees the way in which friends start to play a much bigger role, describing girls of this age as ‘little bowerbirds’ in search of their own identity. An infinite online world provides constant challenges to their decision-making, along with their independence, resilience and self-esteem. Riordan says older students also influence the young ones. ‘It’s always about the big girls. “What are the big girls doing? How are they sitting? Are they wearing their uniform? What sport are they playing?”’ Paulina Skerman, the principal of Sydney’s Santa Sabina College, says ‘The Greta effect’ has resulted in more ten- and eleven-year-olds now being involved in social justice and environmental issues than she can ever remember. But it comes with a flip side, she says. ‘With that involvement comes a fear about the world. We want them thinking about the world and making their mark and looking at how they’re going to be as adults, be part of the solution, but it’s a massive responsibility to put on a little person who is ten. So we have to do it in a way that they’re really not afraid of growing up.’


‘I think my daughter is much more anxious than I was at ten,’ one mother says, and that’s mirrored widely. She’s busier, less resilient and faces more expectations. ‘She is much more aware of people’s opinions, body image and clothes, but she is also more socially aware of inequality and global issues.’ The girls proffer Malala Yousafzai and Michelle Obama as idols, alongside Billie Eilish and Taylor Swift. Worryingly, they believe most of what someone online – including an advertiser – tells them. They are convinced that the shampoo they saw on Instagram will treat both oily roots and dry ends, or that the holiday destination seen on Snapchat looks like that in real life. ‘I was carefree,’ one mother says of herself at ten. And you know her daughter doesn’t feel the same way. ‘My daughter is less able to amuse herself than I was at ten,’ another says. She’s also so much busier than her mother. ‘The workload and number of extracurricular activities is crazy, and she seems to have so much more pressure than I did at ten. All I did after school was watch cartoons and drink Milo.’ And: ‘At ten, I was playing in piles of dirt with my dog, riding my bike, playing with a pet chicken and goat in the bush.’


Some are doing that. Many are not. But at ten, a girl knows she is changing. So many told me they want the independence to make their own decisions, like to go to bed later than their parents say, but admit they grapple with the consequences of being tired the next day. They want privacy in their own room – except when the corona­virus presents an ugly uncertainty and they want Mum or Dad to lie with them until they fall asleep. Often, they don’t know where they fit in with others. ‘I just want to find a good friend’ – that line was delivered by so many girls.


The University of Melbourne’s Professor Susan Sawyer, who is president of the International Association of Adolescent Health, says ‘everything is happening for ten-year-olds girls’. Similar to a swan gliding on water, she says, we can’t see what’s happening in the murky water below. Their body began the first stages of puberty years earlier; now their brain is changing too. They can feel fantastic one minute and at a loss the next. Their friends can paradoxically also be their tormentors. They can look in the mirror and see a distorted image they don’t like: they are too tall, or too fat, or their nose is wrong. They can decide they are a ‘maths girl’ or not, the ‘sporty type’ or not – way too early. They can let others determine their potential before they begin their own teenage-hood. New Zealand school counsellor Marcelle Nader-Turner describes a ten-year-old as ‘teetering on the brink of leaving her childhood behind and facing the world as a young woman’.


Phyllis Fagell, student counsellor and author of Middle School Matters, calls it ‘straddling’ childhood and adolescence. One moment she will be light-hearted and happy-go-lucky; the next, a deep, dark, introspective adolescent. ‘They are already going through or close to puberty. They are very much interested in having a voice and feeling confident and exercising autonomy and feeling independent and being respected.’ They want to make a contribution to the world, too. ‘They want to right wrongs,’ says Fagell. ‘They want to address injustice, and they’re often this very unique blend of malleable, impressionable, naive and sophisticated – intellectual and capable of deep insight.’ That brings back the difficulty of co-existing in a class where the maturity gap is wide, and this makes ten-year-olds perhaps the least homogeneous – in some ways but not others – of any school class. Because some are playing with dolls and some are ‘ranking their crushes’, there can be a sense of melancholy amongst those who think their peers are leaving them behind, says Fagell. That’s just one variable put to the test as they search for their friendship tribe. St Margaret’s Anglican Girls School principal Ros Curtis says that often the younger girls feel as though ‘they’re missing out on something’. ‘By the age of ten, some can provide context and you start to get real polar opposites in that age group,’ she says. Melbourne Girls Grammar principal Dr Toni Meath says sometimes the girls will move between those stages as they grow. ‘They’ll still dip back into that imaginary play . . . but then they can code-switch, depending on what they’re faced with as well.’ She says you can see it at sleepovers, when imagination will rule some games, before they break out the music videos and start dancing. Karen Spiller, a long-time principal who heads Brisbane’s John Paul College, says often we treat them in a ‘childish manner’. ‘I think we can fall very easily into the trap of not having high enough expectations of what they can do, what they can achieve and what they can be,’ she says. But community judgement on these girl-women can be tough. Melbourne educator Kellie Lyneham sees that in her own child. ‘I think there’s something to grieve – that our tall, beautiful little girl is going to be perceived by the community as much older and more sophisticated than we really want her to be.’


Developmental neuroscientist Dr Hannah Kirk flags being ten as difficult. ‘It’s not as though they’ve got established brain structures that allow them to easily engage in social interactions,’ she says. ‘Everyone’s a learning process at this stage.’ Furthermore, ‘They’re having to do a lot of trial and error. Does this work in this situation? Does this not work? They’re building up that library for themselves to go back to and refer to later on. This is that critical stage where they are going through a lot of new experiences and therefore having to make a lot of mistakes as well – and that can be very challenging.’ That makes resilience skills important: they need to learn by failing – which can also help brain development. ‘It’s refining those neural connections through trial and error. When we get a strategy we know works then we continue to use that strategy, and it’s through that process that we see stronger connections being built.’ Kirk also raises the influence of friends. ‘They still feel close to their parents but are starting to shift towards their friends, and this will continue and peak in high school, around the age of fourteen,’ she says.


School – whether primary school or a middle school between junior and high – is crucial to how this year will play out. ‘I feel like at this age they’re just a sponge,’ says Tara McLachlan, school psychologist at Brisbane Girls Grammar School. ‘But they’re also just untainted. It’s about fostering that and encouraging them to do whatever they want to do, and teaching them the resilience skills to be able to deal with whatever high school throws at them, or life in general.’ Year 5 teachers paint an illuminating picture of the girls in their classes. ‘They need to fit in, to be the same and to be liked at all costs,’ one says. ‘Some girls won’t be who they are because the popular girls make them feel bad,’ says another. And a third teacher says, ‘How social issues amongst friends affect how these girls perform in the classroom – this seems to be one of the biggest distractions in our entire cohort.’ What are some other issues teachers rank as making our ten-agers delightful and demanding in equal measure? Tears. Anxiety. A lack of resilience. Curious minds. Learning to work in teams. Friendship fall-outs. The difficulty of three girls playing well together. Silent bullying. Isolating peers. Gossip. A lack of self-worth. Big smiles at the opportunities on offer.


Phyllis Fagell says ten-year-old girls ‘are as confusing to themselves as they are to the adults who are reading them’. They, and their parents, want answers, and their questions are all quite similar.


These are from girls, all aged ten:




‘When can we have social media, because I feel left out?’


‘How can I tell Mum I need a phone?’


‘Why do I find it hard to make friends who stay with me?’


‘Can you do a chapter on when is the age when you start to want a boyfriend?’


‘How do I make my mum and dad listen to me?’





Their parents asked these questions, and many others that were similar:




‘How can I help her to become an independent problem-solver who can shrug it off when someone criticises her?’


‘How can I prepare her and teach her to protect herself from how cruel other kids can be both at school and online?’


‘How can we empower them to make good choices and stand up for what they think is right?’


‘I’d love to know what they want their parents to know.’


‘Are they happy? I think my daughter is happy but she tells stories that make me think some of her peers aren’t. I’d like to know if it’s common for this age group to be miserable about themselves.’


‘Why is childhood so short?’
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Body and brain




‘Sometimes I feel like this is the calm before the storm. My daughter is so funny and so completely herself right now. I hope that puberty doesn’t change that confidence and clarity she has. I also hope she sees me as a support and not an enemy during the years ahead.’


Mother of a tween





Puberty starts up to six years before a girl’s first period. That time, when we can’t see what’s happening, is an important marker to how she will fare as a teen. Understanding it better might lead to changing her trajectory in areas like mental health and disease. These are just a few points George Patton, Professor of Adolescent Health Research at the University of Melbourne, wants us to know. A world leader in the area, he and his team have spent almost a decade probing the beginnings of puberty and how it unfolds: why children reach it at varying ages and stages, the impact it has, and how understanding it could change many of their trajectories. The Childhood to Adolescence Transition Study (CATS), which began in 2012 and includes more than 1200 children, families and teachers in and around Melbourne, already offers up a stark reminder that we have to reorient our views on puberty away from the focus on a girl’s first period to when it might really begin.


The next few pages are less about what our ten-year-olds are saying and more about what is happening in their minds and bodies; much of which they – or we – don’t understand. It’s about what’s happening ‘underneath the bonnet’, as Professor Patton describes it, and is crucial to how we see them and deal with them, and their path forward. And it’s Professor Patton’s knowledge that might make all the difference to many of our daughters. The early stages of puberty, he says, are as invisible as they are important, and that’s why his team is following children annually, measuring all aspects of pubertal development, including first hormonal maturation – the adrenal maturation, which varies between children but begins often around the ages of seven and eight. Before the arrival of menarche, or a girl’s first period, our daughters travel a journey that’s more complex than the appearance of body hair, breast buds and a growth spurt would suggest. In Professor Patton’s words, ‘it’s a profoundly life-changing event’. ‘Periods are important because it’s a late event, but there’s a hell of a lot that’s happening beforehand. What we’ve come to understand is that puberty is a process which unfolds over half a dozen years.’


That first phase of adrenal maturation is more pivotal than previously thought, in terms of metabolic development and later-life risks for things like obesity and polycystic ovarian syndrome. ‘We think this is probably a really important age where you may be able to change trajectories,’ Patton says. Lights are going on in the brain here, and a child begins to develop a sense of who they’re going to be in the world. It’s a time where they will reorient themselves away from family and towards their peer group. It’s a time when concerns about body image might first emerge. ‘That has real significance, not only of risks later, like eating disorders, but also in terms of girls being sensitive about their bodies. We see this process across puberty and continuing into later adolescence, and girls beginning to reduce their physical activity,’ he says. Everything he says here is borne out in the answers of the girls interviewed for this book. Reorienting away from their families: ‘I talk to my best friends now more because I can trust them and they would help me through [anything],’ one says. ‘I would talk to my Mum about my problems, but also my friends now,’ says another. Concerns about body image: ‘I worry about how I look,’ one says. ‘I’m too tall,’ another says in explaining why she can’t find friends. ‘I worry I’m fat,’ says another.


Different cultures deal with puberty differently. In some, girls become more protected or are encouraged to hide themselves from public view. In others, the whole process is a celebration of a girl becoming a woman, a rite of passage. And in others again – and perhaps big chunks of the western world fit here – it’s coloured by an attitude of benign neglect, as evidenced by the fact that many girls fear its arrival. Often the first period is not a cause of celebration in a home, and frequently a tween will ask that her dad not be told of its arrival. ‘Just don’t tell Dad!’ a friend’s daughter pleaded with her mother. ‘Do you promise?’ While there are many mothers who still avoid talking to their daughters about periods until they are nine or ten, there are also many girls who refuse to talk to either parent about puberty. They don’t want to hear about it or know about it. It’s as though they are turning their back on the idea of growing up, holding on tight to childhood. An understanding that puberty doesn’t start and stop with a period could help girls – and also their parents and teachers. Professor Patton says that his study, which tracks children through puberty from eight to sixteen, looks at the biological, social and emotional influences during puberty, and might help teachers understand ‘something they can’t really put their finger on’ but that takes hold in Years 3 and 4. ‘Teachers are important figures in the lives of kids. I don’t think this is something that teachers are generally trained in,’ he says. ‘But in terms of teaching and kids reorienting themselves to the wider world, this is an incredible opportunity for education systems to be providing and guiding that sort of reorientation.’


This first stage is also crucial in terms of a girl’s mental health, including her ability to interact with peers and develop solid social skills. Sometimes, here, girls will not only reorient themselves away from family towards peers, but perhaps work less, and shun being a ‘good girl’. And all this leads into another phase of puberty, the start of gonadal maturation, which is what we might typically think of as puberty. This is the phase that leads, later, to the development of periods, and can vary in duration from four to five years. In practical terms, you might see this phase in the emotions a girl shows, as a cascade of changes occurs in her brain. You might see attitude and anger and anxiety and the need for privacy. You might see your daughter feel uncomfortable and irritable, and show an interest in the opposite sex. ‘If you are writing a book,’ one ten-year-old asked me, ‘can you include when it’s time to like a boy and how do you know if they like you back?’ Invisible changes can have a bigger impact on a girl in the lead-up to her first period than the arrival of that first period. The CATS study is seeking answers to the questions posed by many of our tweens, including understanding a rise in both obesity and mental health problems. ‘Why is it that there are so many kids today who are suffering with problems, particularly girls? Problems with depression and anxiety are through the roof in some schools. Self-harm is common. We are looking at all of this,’ Professor Patton says.


This work is consequential in appreciating our ten- and eleven-year-old girls and how they see themselves, their peers and the world around them. It’s an examination of a developmental group that hasn’t been researched as thoroughly as some others, like infants or toddlers, for example. ‘We’ve put all our eggs into that basket,’ Professor Patton says. ‘But if you wanted to create the Ash Barty of the next generation, you could invest in all you could afford in the first three years of life and you’d never get an Ash Barty. But if you invest about the ages of seven and eight, when the motor cortex is actually developing, if you invest then in tennis lessons and training, you might just get an Ash Barty, because that is the sensitive time of them developing.’ None of this means skills can’t be learnt at earlier or later stages, but this is the period when children are ‘programmed’ to pick up skills, particularly social and emotional ones. That’s a lesson for public policy makers as much as for educators and parents. ‘It’s no surprise that this is the age where, if things go wrong, mental health problems emerge,’ Professor Patton says. ‘By and large, the kids who get to those [mental health] services at the ages of fifteen to sixteen have already had mental health issues from the ages of seven and eight. For half their life they’ve had these problems – so we’re not really doing early intervention. We are intervening really quite late in the process. We’re missing the boat.’


The impacts of those under-the-bonnet changes are popping up in bedrooms and lounge rooms, at family gatherings and in classrooms across the nation. ‘Out of nowhere, it feels like the hormones have kicked in,’ one mother of a ten-year-old says. ‘She seemed to go from child to tween overnight. She has become more passionate about her female friends and seems much more headstrong – almost like she feels more insightful about the world than her mum!’ Sound familiar? At ten, not many of those quizzed had had their first period, although for some girls it had arrived as early as seven. Professor Susan Sawyer says that ‘everything is happening for ten-year-old girls’ in the lead-up to their first period . . . there is a lot of activity happening underneath in the brain, but we’re not yet necessarily seeing a whole lot of visibility of the secondary sexual characteristics or the linear growth spurt.’


This is what some mothers see of the changes happening in their daughters:




‘I think she’s starting to think about boys more, as other girls at school were talking about boys.’


‘She is valuing her friends’ opinions more.’


‘She says she is ugly.’


‘She’s so hormonal!’


‘Friends are more important to her than they have been. Her emotions have wilder swings. I’m losing the glimpses of the innocent, playful kid of only a year ago.’


‘She will get tired and frustrated at the end of the day and can raise her voice or tear up easily over small things.’


‘She’s hormonal, more certain of what she likes and doesn’t like, and enjoys playing with make-up. She’s more sensitive about things.’


‘She cries at the drop of a hat over silly things. And answers back more.’


‘Definitely hormonal changes. Greasy hair, short-tempered, friendships are more important than when she was younger, she’s less likely to just make friends with new kids at the park. Crying more.’


‘We sped from Harry Potter to cool girls’ fashion in a short time space.’





Many parents would concur with these observations. They might also note the first of the ‘I’m fat’ comments and observe the way awareness of the judgement of peers over outfits and haircuts, and even the sound of her voice, affects their daughter’s choices. There’s mood swings, attitude, eye-rolling and demands for more privacy. Their ten-year-old begins pulling away, saying ‘no’ and finding her parents – especially Dad – a tad embarrassing.


None of these things surprise Amanda Dunn, Melbourne journalist and author of The New Puberty. She says puberty can be tough for many because it changes both girls’ bodies and how they see themselves as young people. ‘It is a time when mental health issues can come to the fore, when self-esteem can plummet and when risk-taking can override good sense,’ she says. When she speaks to parents about puberty, the sexualisation of young girls is usually raised. With a daughter herself, Dunn understands that. The marketing of what is ‘male’ and what is ‘female’ starts before birth, she says, and continues through childhood and adolescence. ‘Girls get the message to be passive, pink and pretty, boys to be active and loud and strong,’ she writes. ‘You only have to walk into a toy store these days to be overwhelmed by its pinkness for girls, the way every item seems to be accompanied by butterflies or fairies or ponies, while the boys are given pirates and trucks and dinosaurs.’1 She says it is a school’s job to teach children about their bodies and their sexual maturation ‘as much as it is their job to teach kids about long division’. Years 3 and 4 are the best time to start, and it is important to label body parts with their correct names. (Other experts also recommend body parts be called by their correct names, some saying it leads to higher self-esteem and a healthier body image, and even reduces the chance of being tricked into online sexual activity.)


Professor Susan Sawyer says it is the more progressive schools that are prepared to engage in conversations around sex education in primary school. ‘That obviously needs to happen if the median age of menarche is twelve and a half years. That means that 50 per cent of girls are going to be menstruating before the age of twelve and a half. We need to have these conversations in primary school for both boys and girls.’ Sawyer’s mother, almost ninety and a retired GP, says that for her as a teenager, menstruation was not even talked about with friends. Dunn says, ‘It’s no good waiting until a girl discovers she’s bleeding one day and thinks she’s dying – countless renditions of which you will hear from women who went through puberty just a few generations ago.’
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