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‘If you have a young teenage daughter, this book [Being 14] will help you navigate those complex, challenging years.’ Good Health


‘Valuable for any parents of teens or pre-teens.’ Sunday Times Perth


‘There’s no question this is a deeply informed examination.’ Sydney Morning Herald




By Madonna King and available from Headline


Being 14




About the Book


What do our girls think about their fathers?


What do our girls want their fathers to know?


And how do fathers keep their daughters close as they navigate their teenage years?


Exploring a father’s role from a daughter’s perspective as well as through a father’s eyes, bestselling author, journalist and commentator Madonna King draws from the experiences of 1,300 girls and 400 dads to explore and explain the important father-daughter relationship. She combines this with the knowledge of leading psychologists, school teachers, CEOs, police, guidance counsellors and neuroscientists, to provide the answers mothers, fathers and daughters need to know.


Inside the book discover:


* Why adolescent girls can turn against their fathers


* Ways to help fathers talk to their daughters


* The social forces driving a wedge between fathers and daughters


* How mothers can help bridge the relationship


* The crucial role of fathers in separated families


* How daughters can open their dads’ eyes to their world.


Fathers and Daughters charts the rocky seas disturbing the important bond fathers have always shared with their daughters. It gives a voice to girls, insight to dads, and peace of mind to both.




To dads, granddads, uncles and everyone else who
believes in the magic of our girls.
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Fathers and daughters


Rebecca is nominating her earliest memory of her father. ‘Dad made me a doll’s house,’ she says. ‘He wanted me to have a big wooden one and all my friends had little plastic ones. He wanted mine to be the best.’ Stacey chimes in, relating early memories of her dad patiently teaching her to ride a boogie board. Alison tells of how she was thrown high in the air while mucking around in the family’s pool. Emily used to hide under the covers and her father would pretend that he couldn’t find her. And Hannah? ‘I remember when we were little we would go to Grandpa’s place and Dad would be watching the cricket on his back,’ she says. She tells of how she would happily climb all over him. ‘I was about five.’ Now, a decade or so later, these girls, like so many of their peers, are travelling through the tunnel of teen-dom. Anxiety is crippling some of them, and body image issues afflicting others. The smiles of some are being stolen by friends, who turn into tormentors without warning. And bullying is sabotaging the adolescence of many. Their phone is their friend some days and their adversary on others. It’s a world they know is remarkably different from that of their parents; one that they know their dad, in particular, couldn’t possibly understand.


For these girls, who grew up in families with predominantly traditional gender roles, their fathers were their all at age five: the superhero who swept in each afternoon and tucked them in at night; the booming voice of authority that could fix anything. They knew, even then, that in his eyes they could do no wrong. Now, that was tipped on its head. Dad had become distant; a bit like a stranger. He provided for the family, funded a good part of the mortgage and turned up at the netball final. But he worked longer hours now than she could ever remember. She wouldn’t dare plop herself down beside him and talk about the wild hormones that took hold of her happiness on some days, or the first stirrings of interest in the boy at the bus shelter. She doesn’t even know how that conversation could begin! Weeks would pass, sometimes, without her and her father sitting down together and talking, uninterrupted, for ten minutes. She knew he loved her, but she resented him being overprotective and the fact that he was a Luddite when it came to understanding Instagram. Even his jokes, which once sent her into fits of giggles, were no longer funny. Actually, they were really embarrassing.


Fathers, too, feel that cold change. This is his daughter; the girl who tailed him around the backyard all morning each Saturday. He was her soldier, her superhero, her defender. She was his offsider, who would walk up to the school gate clutching his hand. She would confide in him, race to greet him at the end of the day and laugh at every ‘dad joke’ he told. She’d spend hours perfecting that dance she would put on for the family, and even longer planning the messy breakfast she’d serve up each Father’s Day. Then, without notice, and somewhere between her tenth and fourteenth birthday, she’d changed. Or something had happened. It didn’t happen in one day but over a period of time in a way that disguised its impact. He remembers her uneasily removing her hand from his on a Monday in June a few years ago. The new and staggering influence of her friends bewildered him. Social media, too: Facebook, Snapchat, Instagram and a host of others whose names he couldn’t recall but whose influence was pervasive. Together, her friends and her phone seemed to dictate what clothes she should wear and what music she should download. The number of ‘likes’ on her Instagram account became a touchstone to her moods. One moment life was perfect, the next pathetic. Those long, lovely talks they’d shared stopped, too. Yes, his work had intervened, for sure, but the mortgage had fallen as a result. Maybe he’d stepped back a bit, particularly at the very start of adolescence when she stopped being so forthcoming. Her mother had a lived experience at being a girl. He didn’t. He’d sit on the sidelines for a bit and hope she returned to him once this teenage trip had passed . . .


Fathers and daughters: despite everything, it is a relationship built on a certain strain of magic. That doesn’t mean other parent–child relationships aren’t as valuable or don’t bring as much joy. Of course they do, and each of them offers their own unique charm. But the father– daughter bond can be as captivating as it is challenging – and almost impossible to measure. ‘There’s something special about a father–daughter relationship, and when you look at the research no-one can really explain it,’ says Paul Dillon, founder of Drug and Alcohol Research and Training Australia. Yet research is able to quantify its power. Fathers can raise their daughters’ academic performance. They can influence, hugely, who they choose as a future partner. A good father–daughter relationship can do so much more than that, too. It can empower daughters to believe in themselves and to prosecute a case with conviction and confidence. It can bestow upon a girl a sense of belonging, a self-efficacy and a resilience for life. It can teach her mindfulness and reason, along with how to change a light bulb and a car tyre. That doesn’t mean that mothers can’t provide those lessons. Nor does it mean that those same lessons can’t be taught by other males in a girl’s life. They can be.


Research has proved fathers struggle more than mothers with emotional cues. Children see the differences in their parents, too. While at the age of eight they might talk to both about the same things, girls say they are more likely to seek Mum out as an adolescent. They will go to Dad, they say, when they want to canvass options in a clinical way. Mum will invest more emotion in their lives; affairs of the heart will be principally her domain. Dad figures he doesn’t need to know the names of her friends, and is unlikely to lose sleep over a friendship issue. He doesn’t see the need, either, to follow her on social media, even if he knew how to. Those differences, between mothers and fathers, will almost always spill over into parenting, and a couple will see different challenges, hold mismatched expectations and want to approach issues in varied ways. That can test any parenting partnership, but it can also strain father–daughter unions.


A generational divide means that daughters and their fathers live in divergent worlds too. His, more than likely, has been unchanged for years. He has a daily and weekly routine, and views formed over years. Hers might be the polar opposite, filled with changing friendships, a wi-fi world of devices and apps, instant gratification, and fashion fads.


So how does a father navigate parenting his daughter, while keeping that magic alive? And what can daughters do to make it work? They are the questions I’ve set out to answer with this book, after surveying about 1200 girls, aged ten to seventeen, and almost 400 fathers, aged between thirty-eight and sixty-six, who had daughters. More than one hundred additional teen girls were then interviewed, to discuss the answers given by their peers, as well as 60 mothers. The advice of dozens and dozens of teen experts – school principals, wellbeing officers and counsellors, teen psychologists, education consultants, parenting experts and police – was also sought.


Generalisations are impossible to escape here. Many girls pass through adolescence without a blip and the relationship they share with their fathers is unbreakable. Increasingly, families are also made up of two mothers or two fathers, and step-families can be as common as nuclear families. With 617,000 one-parent families with dependent children being recorded in the 2016 Census, the role of step-fathers is elephantine. So, in focusing on fathers and their daughters, it’s important not to undervalue any other family make-ups. But the idea for this book was decided when a father challenged me after a parenting talk in Adelaide. Having chatted about my previous book Being 14, I was racing to catch a plane. This father, who has a daughter and a step-daughter, pursued me to the car. ‘I’ve tried everything,’ he said. ‘Really everything. Just tell me what else I can do to re-connect with my girls!’


No doubt exists in my mind that many fathers are lost, and want to retrieve a relationship that was once wrapped in gold. When asked what they wanted advice on, their answers covered the spectrum: how to encourage their daughter to look at long-term goals, not this weekend’s splurge; how to love herself (which one father described as a ‘unicorn hunt’); how to coax her out of her room; how to talk to her about body image and tormentors masquerading as friends, and how to understand her anxiety. Take these examples:




‘I wish I could find a way to talk to her about her weight without the risk of it looking like some sort of self-image, fat-shaming exercise. It isn’t that at all, just a concern for her health.’


‘I really know nothing about her life as she is a closed book and secretive. She is unwilling to let me be involved as she is now almost independent and no longer reliant on me to help her get around to where she wants to go.’


‘I am finding the whole girlfriend-set clique to be confusing. Both of my daughters can come home from school in tears because of a friend-set issue. It seems to me that these types of occurrences have a greater effect on girls, whereas boys might not take it the same way, or maybe they are just not expressing it.’





But the biggest issue on which fathers sought advice was social media. One explained his concern about a ‘new paradigm where people publish an edited version of their life for the world to see. I am starting to see signs,’ he continued, ‘in slightly older people, of an increasing discontentment and competitiveness as they want the perfect edited lives their friends portray. I suspect this will evolve to be a very negative and destructive side of an otherwise useful tool.’ Others worry about the influence of Instagram and Snapchat, and the risk-taking behaviour they believe it prompts. ‘She has been abused online by teenage boys and I was planning to show the messages to the police, however she insisted that she didn’t want me to do that, even though she was being threatened,’ one father says.


When fathers were asked to nominate the number-one concern they had for their daughter/s, a unanimity of views popped up. Peer group pressure. Poor judgement. Her safety. An inexplicable anxiety. Social media. Bullying. Boys. Sex. Drugs. Her self-image. An addiction to YouTube and ‘likes’ on Instagram, while eschewing the classics. Finding acceptance among her friends.


Tony says he just wants his daughter to be at peace with her appearance. ‘Like most girls her age, she is always wishing her skin, her eyes, her hair were in some way different and more beautiful,’ he says. It’s friendships that has Dave confused: ‘I sometimes am concerned that she feels the need to be with who she perceives as “the cool girls” when, in my opinion, they may not be the best people for her.’ Grant says this: ‘I have noticed a real difference between boys and girls, with girls being much more callous than boys.’


Ask girls about the role they want their fathers to play in their lives and the congruence of their answers is likewise striking. They want their father to be home more. To be present. ‘He’s always at work,’ Trudy says. ‘He’s never really around much,’ says Evie. They want their fathers to at least try and talk to them more, even if they are rebuffed. They want to do stuff, like go for a run, or a hike, or go out to dinner. They want their father to understand that they might have different views, and that they want to be trusted more than over-protected. They want to be parented like their brothers. They want their fathers to know that they admire how rational they are, and that their responses rarely overdramatise an issue. But they wish their dads would turn up more to school functions, and work less. At fourteen and fifteen and sixteen, she won’t say it, but she misses the magic of being eight, when her father was still her hero. ‘He is the awesomest daddy in the world. He loves me very much.’ Meg, aged ten, says. ‘A big fluffy bear hugger,’ says Shelly. ‘Things may be going bad, but then SWOOSH, my dad is there to help. He’s like a secret superhero. His name would be Captain Crazy Dad.’ Or this: ‘My dad is like shelter on a stormy night. His hugs are the best.’ These girls are all prepubescent and yet to wage that daily war with their hormones. By their early to mid teens, their relationship with their dad will change. Some girls say it becomes ‘cordial’. Others believe it goes to custard.


They stop talking to their fathers in the way they once did. And finding personal conversations and their daughter’s change in personality difficult to navigate, fathers often take a big step back, too. ‘Once upon a time, pre-puberty, we were best mates,’ one dad says. ‘I believe by the time she finishes her tertiary education we will be again. That’s life.’ At this point, in many homes, Dad becomes more the provider than the parent. More the comic than the genial confidant. The disciplinarian, not the decider. But after listening to so many fathers and daughters, it’s clear that how a father handles this tricky period will play a large part in determining the relationship once she has matured. The gap will close quickly, if he stays close despite daily brush-offs. But girls whose fathers left the room when they turned twelve find it difficult to open the door as wide, at fifteen or sixteen or even nineteen. That evidence provided in the course of my research was anecdotal – but overwhelming.


Separations and divorce can make this father–daughter trip even more ticklish. ‘He’s great. In fact, I love him to the moon and back without the influence of his girlfriend. But with her, I don’t even want to know him,’ Alison says, for example. With a wisdom beyond their years, many girls also point to their father’s own background as an indicator of why he parents the way he does. ‘My father always says to us kids, “I am hard/strict on you kids because I want you all to have what I didn’t when I was younger and I want the best for you all,”’ Molly says. Freya sees it this way: ‘He came from a family that wasn’t wealthy and lived on a farm. That’s taught him to be really resourceful. He says everything that is broken can be fixed.’ And fathers who experienced painful or difficult or unsupported childhoods set out to fix that, for their own children.


Roles are changing, too, and this doesn’t make it trouble-free for any parent. While mothers still bear the brunt of housework and child rearing, fathers are increasingly realising that providing is not parenting. Some are quitting their jobs, or declining promotions, or working around school functions. They’re a minority still, but some are butting up against a glass ceiling in their daughter’s lives in the same way their partners might be trying to smash it in their workplaces. Employers still see male workers, not fathers; and mothers, too, can find it difficult to share the huge investment they’ve made in the home, often at the expense of work promotions. Both are challenged by a parenting world that requires talents and skills their own parents didn’t need.


Catherine O’Kane, the principal of All Hallows’ School in Brisbane, talks about agility in parenting, in the same way agile leadership is the corporate term du jour. Increasingly, digital firecrackers at work are demanding greater adaptability and innovation. So why wouldn’t those same skills be needed at home, to parent a two-year-old boy, and a sixteen-year-old girl? The skill sets involved there are strikingly different, and the smartphone and what it can deliver adds to that complexity. But how many fathers tuck into a parenting book for advice? Indeed, it’s more likely that a teacher of teenagers will have parenting books plastered across his or her desk than a father (or perhaps even a mother) will. That’s a recognition of the important role schools now play in teen girls’ lives, but also of the particular challenges faced by teachers tasked with educating adolescents.


Educators show a strong insight into the problems faced by their students’ fathers. Dr Linda Evans, Toowoomba’s Fairholme College principal, says fathers can be wrong-footed by their girls, who might go from being the apple of their eye to ‘feisty and manipulative and unpredictable and volatile and sensitive and very difficult to read’. ‘They have to understand what’s going on,’ Dr Evans says. ‘If they’re not dealing with it, they actually have to do something to address that.’ Tom Matthews, who is the head of guidance counselling at St Andrew’s College in Christchurch, says he learns something from his teen daughter daily. ‘I think as a father if we’re not changing and learning as much as our daughters, we’re doing it wrong. If we want our daughters to be better than us and be with partners better than us and to be better parents than us, then we have to not be just equal but better than them with self-reflection and learning, and model stuff like apologising.’


Kevin Tutt, the head of Seymour College in Adelaide, says schools have recognised the need for fathers to engage with their daughters and have become ‘an agency for it’. A principal for twenty-six years, he sees fathers as being able to impact upon their daughters’ academic, sporting and cultural achievements, as well as their mental health, particularly in the areas of resilience, self-reliance and assertiveness. ‘I base that on anecdotal evidence that girls with a strong relationship with their dads tend to be more confident, more resilient, more mentally well. Their sense of wellbeing is strong,’ he says.


But how do men find their place? Often, their partners have become the family CEO, organising home affairs and leading the parenting. Rigorous protection policies can also limit fathers having the same involvement that mothers might enjoy at school. It’s an awkward place for a father, wanting to engage with his daughter. ‘Dads are looking for help,’ says Linda Douglas, principal of Ruyton Girls’ School in Melbourne. ‘It’s a matter of working out how they will feel supported and not battered down. Over the last however-many years, it has been a difficult terrain for men to work out where their place is.’ Men might line up at the rowing, but fewer show up regularly at netball. ‘These places have been traditionally owned by women simply because of the way our society has functioned, and so the men have now got to come into the places and work out the social nuances . . . it’s not straightforward,’ she says.


Social researcher Mark McCrindle says fathers whose whole experience is Australian-based are being required to parent a ‘global generation’ of teenagers. ‘It’s just not about knowing the local bands like INXS or Midnight Oil, or whoever it might have been for the dads of today, but keeping across what is a very fast-changing global context,’ he says. ‘That’s true of brands, of how they shop, of news and entertainment. It has created more gaps and a contextual challenge for dads to find that common ground.’ Fathers and daughters use different language and consume content in entirely different ways. ‘We call them Generation Glass because it’s the glass that they touch and tap on,’ he says. Most fathers would have envisaged a parenthood where their daughters read magazines, watched videos and were engaged in a school system with textbooks. ‘The emergence of the screen-ager and touch screens has probably taken the dads by surprise,’ he says. Even homework, where a dad might have added value, now required expertise in Moodle, class blogs and a school app. Mr Google has replaced some dads as the go-to person. ‘All of that has wrong-footed dads and created a connection challenge,’ McCrindle says. ‘I think dads, particularly those with teenage daughters, are trying to find their place and trying to shape some values that have been foundational for them in a world that is moving very quickly.’


Dr Justin Coulson, author of 10 Things Every Parent Needs to Know, says today’s fathers remain oblivious to the enormous influence they nevertheless have on their daughters. ‘Too many dads feel as though they are a walking wallet and as a result of that they don’t recognise how vital their daily involvement with their daughters is,’ he says. ‘They don’t recognise that if they can be a light in their daughters’ lives, their daughters are much more likely to feel good about themselves, they’re much more likely to do well at school, they’re far less likely to have an eating disorder, they’re far less likely to suffer from anxiety, and they’re far more likely to communicate because of the trust and the bond that’s been built.’


Sounds like a big gig, so where does a father in the 21st century start?
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Changing times


Dr Steve Hambleton, a Brisbane GP, remembers his young patient vividly. She had sat across from his desk and opened her heart. She hated herself, she told him. She hated everything she was doing. Dr Hambleton pauses. ‘Nobody knew,’ he says. ‘Not a soul knew.’ Not her parents. Not her teachers. This former head of the Australian Medical Association asked his patient why she hadn’t confided in someone earlier. ‘I didn’t tell anyone because I hated myself,’ she said. Dr Hambleton, who has three daughters and a son of his own, tells the story to illustrate the point that parents need to understand the pressures teen girls feel. In his three decades of practising medicine, of being involved in government policy and of raising daughters of his own, there’s one thing he sees as the biggest current concern for girls aged ten to seventeen: self-esteem. ‘That’s number one,’ says Dr Hambleton. ‘And you won’t know unless you look for it.’


The journey a girl takes from the ages of ten to seventeen is unlike any other one, and it can turn their life – and those who love them – upside down. They might love their parents at sunrise and be mortified by them at sundown. A poorly timed or random comment from a classmate can mean they’ll dissolve into tears. The highs can be Herculean but the lows are just as deep. One moment they’ll be a chatterbox, like they were in primary school, the next moment they’re mute, in their room with the door slammed shut. Theirs is a world where bullying and social exclusion can be common, where the power of celebrity beats all, and where twenty-four-hour connectivity can boost their education, access and security, but also rule their lives by dominating their sleep patterns and academic results, determining their friendships and shaping how they see themselves as young women. Many girls will compare themselves to the images that dominate the wallpaper of marketing that pops up on their smartphone, and they’ll regularly judge their worth by how many followers they have on social media. They will want everything with yesterday’s speed, instant gratification being the diet fed to them since birth. Much of their behaviour will be self-centred. For fathers, even more of it will be indecipherable. ‘Adolescents live rainbows,’ Dr Hambleton says. ‘Everything is by colours. Sadness is really sad. Happiness is really happy. If you want to write a song, get an adolescent to write the lyrics! But maintaining self-esteem is hard – especially as the interaction with parents changes. So many parents will say to me, “But they don’t talk to me anymore”, “I don’t know what they’re thinking”.’


That change is as difficult for fathers as it is for their daughters. At ten, many girls will still hold Dad’s hand at the school gate. But that will stop, along with his authority, in many cases. And he will become ‘so embarrassing’.‘My father was wearing thongs at a school barbecue. Do you believe it?’ Aimie, twelve, says. ‘My dad wears a beanie and a hat at the same time so that he’s warm and sun-safe!’ says Ally, fourteen. Dr Linda Evans explains the ten- to seventeen-year-old journey in this way: ‘A ten-year-old still wants to play. A ten-year-old isn’t conscious of how she looks to someone else. For a ten-year-old it’s about play and friendship with girls. Boys haven’t come into the equation.’ Girls of this age are innocent of life’s complexities and are still strongly attached to their parents. ‘At seventeen, they’re desperately seeking independence and they want to find their independent self,’ continues Dr Evans. ‘They want to define themselves differently from their mother, first and foremost, and they seek the approval of their peer group over their parents.’


Diana Vernon, principal of Methodist Ladies’ College in Melbourne, is a biologist and she sees girls as turning from keen and wide-eyed caterpillars, where the world and everything in it is marvellous, into butterflies, ready to own the world. ‘Around Years 8 and 9 they go into what I call the chrysalis stage,’ she says. That’s where tantrums and eye-rolling might become part of their daily repertoire. ‘They don’t want to be little girls because that’s not cool, and being grown up is really boring. They’re trying to find their identity,’ she says. Life, at school and home, can become awkward. ‘They still want that little girl hug, but not in front of anybody else,’ Vernon says. ‘They desperately need that support, even if they present as being prickly.’ That chrysalis stage can be indecipherable and indeterminate but they do at last fly out of school as butterflies, engaging with adults and seeing their parents as individuals, as well as Mum and Dad.


What you see is not always what you get, either. On the outside, a teen girl might present as determined and strong and wilful. But underneath that bravado, many of our girls are feeling lost, anxious, unsure. A girl might battle to find friends and even when she does she’ll still have times when she feels utterly alone. Home is no longer a sanctuary for her; social media follows her everywhere – testing her, exciting her, connecting her and sometimes being a weapon used against her. At the same time, she’ll feel captive to the changes wreaking havoc with her body. The physical changes are obvious, but they come with a raft of emotional, social and cognitive changes. The list of questions she’s asking herself runs to pages, and she struggles with many of the answers. Will she get her period for the first time on school camp? Who will she tell if it happens at school? Will she find a partner for the school dance? What will she wear? How do girls get a boyfriend? How many ‘likes’ did she get on her last post? Why does this teacher hate her? Why does she feel sad and anxious sometimes, when everyone around her is having fun? Why? Why? Why?


Mothers will understand much of this, minus the pervasive influence of social media. They will understand the highs and the lows, and the changes that steal certainty out of each day. But fathers, with no lived experience of the physiological changes, can feel lost and challenged. Linda Douglas says fathers begin that journey into adolescence with their daughter wanting to sit on his lap or asking to hold his hand. ‘The next minute it’s like, “Don’t come near me.” Negotiating the world of an adolescent girl . . . we should all be doing a degree on that!’


The average age of puberty has grown younger over time, and now sits at twelve. In many cases, girls begin menstruating at age eleven. It’s about this time that all the secondary sexual characteristics begin to change. She will begin to develop breasts and pubic hair. Her hips might begin to widen and her arms and legs to lengthen. Dr Katherine Main, senior lecturer in the School of Education and Professional Studies at Queensland’s Griffith University, observes that it can be a difficult time for girls. ‘They might have been somebody who was very good at tennis, for example, and then they go through a significant growth spurt in about eighteen months where they can put on 10 per cent or more of their weight, put on 10 cm in height and all of a sudden everything is out of whack. Their centre of gravity is different, the length of their arms is different, and so they struggle with who they are and this new clumsiness.’ Do girls understand these changes? ‘Often there’s a mismatch between the physiological age and the psychological age, and you can have an eleven-year-old who is looking like an adult woman but she’s got the brain of an eleven-year-old,’ Dr Hambleton says. ‘That’s really quite awkward, because people overestimate their ability to cope.’ Dr Main agrees, saying that girls develop – physically, emotionally, socially and cognitively – more between the ages of twelve and sixteen than at any other time, bar the first few years of life. It’s not only the development of breasts, hips, body hair and body odour. For many, an attraction to boys begins, and some girls grapple with a warped sense of their own body image.


At the beginning, periods can be all over the place, presenting logistical problems but also causing an enormous sense of unease. Girls say this is a difficult issue to broach, even with their peers. Dr Hambleton says he notes the relief on girls’ faces when he tells them that ‘abnormal is absolutely normal’ at the start. It can take two years to develop a regular menstrual cycle, or even longer. The variable levels of sharing about the topic in friendship groups can make matters worse: wrong information is swapped and some girls believe something is wrong with them.


The onset of menstruation can be associated with mood swings. ‘You get a big surge of female hormones that fluctuate over a cycle and that leave you in a hormone-withdrawal state for some of the time, and an overdose at other times,’ Dr Hambleton says. Just as girls are trying to find where they belong, their body is acting up. Emotionally they are starting to change because of those hormonal changes – they might be more sensitive, each day becomes a roller-coaster ride of feelings, and they have a greater allegiance to their peers. School workloads are increasing, and relationships can become more complex. At the same time they are trying to function as part of a peer group where others are riding the same wild changes. That friend who is the source of great support on some days can be the source of great pain on others. Middle school teachers, those in the years between primary and senior school, know this well. An altercation between a group of girls at lunchtime can mean afternoon lessons are futile, and those on lunchtime duty look out for telltale signs: girls who are feeling ostracised, or not fitting in, or are the subject of others’ taunts. ‘It stands out, pretty much,’ one teacher says. ‘But that doesn’t make it easy to deal with.’ A lack of sleep – caused by night-time social media excursions or a heavy extracurricular program – in many instances adds to those mood swings. ‘One day it might be one girl, the next day it’s another in her group having a hard time. It’s like they are in a heightened sensory orbit the whole time,’ a school counsellor says.


In adolescence, risk-taking behaviours can increase. This is particularly the case between the ages of twelve and twenty-five. At this time, 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 frontal cortex helps a person organise and plan, ensuring we consider the consequences of our actions, governing our judgement and our reasoning powers, self-regulation, logic and impulse. It is during these crucial years that this part of the brain is still developing. For that reason, we might see a teen finding it difficult to organise their school homework, or making a silly and impulsive decision, or acting like an eight-year-old one day and a twenty-three-year-old the next. Often, as adults, we can be quick to jump to judgement on that – but we would do well to listen to the scientists, who are more forgiving of our teens because of their understanding of how the brain grows and develops. During the teen years and as the brain develops, emotional responses can leap out of the stalls first, and the push for independence becomes strong. Egocentric, their moral compasses are maturing too, and at different paces. Dr Katherine Main says this can be a delightful time. ‘During that thirteen- to fourteen-year period they turn from doing what’s right because they’re worried about getting into trouble if they do what’s wrong, to doing what’s right because it’s the right thing to do. That’s where we see them getting involved in causes – environmental sustainability and save the whales,’ she says. She says adolescence is changing and extending, at both ends. It is starting earlier, because of factors like better nutrition, but it is extending, socially, at the other end. Our children are students longer, and enter ‘adulthood’ later, and that means the roles and responsibilities change at different ages – and adults need to understand that. ‘We want them to be grown up but we don’t give them the opportunity to take risks and understand the consequences of that,’ Dr Main says. ‘We are robbing them of opportunities to learn resilience.’
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