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‘A girl should be two things:
who and what she wants.’

COCO CHANEL, FASHION DESIGNER

How to be a girl? It should be so easy shouldn’t it? Just go out there and be yourself. Most of the time, that’s how it is. It’s fun and it’s exciting and it’s more than great to be a girl. Except that as you get older you start to notice that girls also have a lot of unfair pressure put on them. It can seem as if the world believes your worth is based on your looks rather than your abilities, and that your main job in life is to keep working at improving your imperfect body. Then there is the pressure to be ‘girl perfect’: to have lots of friends, have hundreds of followers on Instagram, get your quota of likes on Facebook and still do amazingly well at school! It can be exhausting and sometimes make you feel that being a girl is too much like hard work!


 

I’ve been an agony aunt for teenage girls for over 20 years and I can see from my inbox and postbag that never before has there been so much pressure on girls to look and behave in a certain way. The emails and letters I get tell a story of girls who feel under pressure. Girls who are tired of being told to worry about everything from their weight to their hair, to body parts you never even knew existed. Girls who feel under pressure to be pretty rather than smart. And girls who feel boxed into a corner at home and at school just because they happen to be a girl.


 

These girls are the reason How To Be A Girl came about. This book is about the very opposite of telling you what you have to be. Instead, it’s a book about showing you how to be happier, more secure and confident. It’s about finding solutions to things that get you down, feeling positive about your body and standing up to the inevitable pressures of being a girl.


 

Most of all, it’s about finding the courage to discover your voice (you know, the big loud one that people might tell you to lower). For that reason it’s scattered with tips, top role models to inspire you, advice to boost your self-esteem and ways to get informed. All so you can become 100% glad to be a girl!


 

anita x
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how to be a girl
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The average girl worries about
her looks every 15 minutes.

GRAZIA MAGAZINE

How to be a girl is such an obvious thing isn’t it? So obvious there shouldn’t even be a book about it. Just like being a boy: you should be able to get on with what you are doing and be the kind of person you want to be.


 

The problem is that the expectations and pressures on girls are increasing, so that although we live in a world where there are many opportunities for girls, some girls are being made to feel insecure about themselves. Instead of feeling excited by the opportunities open to them, many girls feel worried: worried about how they look, worried about how many friends they have and worried about how smart they need to be.
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Being a teenager is a challenging as well as an exciting time, so it’s normal to feel a bit uptight sometimes. What isn’t acceptable is the criticism of those who try to do things their own way. So what’s a girl to do? Well, the answer is to think about what being a girl means to you. Do others (friends, parents, people you don’t know) dictate who you should be? Does the fact you have a spot on your nose utterly ruin your day? Or does a mean comment stop you from feeling good about who you are? If so, it’s time to refuse to let others tell you what you can and can’t be. It sounds impossible to do, but this book will show you how to handle these issues and more!



stereotypes ‘r’ us

Stereotypes are everywhere. Most are just silly, like the idea that people who wear glasses are clever, or girls with blonde hair are ditsy. Clearly, those cannot be true. Some stereotypes are more subtle, but they can be so strong that they can: (1) Stop you from doing the things you want to do (2) Make others judge you unfairly and (3) Push you in directions that you may not want to go in. For instance, you may avoid answering questions in class because you don’t want to be stereotyped and made fun of for being a geek or a nerd, or perhaps you didn’t join the football club because kids at school think football is only a boy’s sport. Or maybe you’re feeling the pressure to be interested in boys before you’re ready, just because everyone seems to assume that all girls of a certain age can think about is boys and dating.
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Unfortunately, girl stereotypes can start early in life. Ask your parents what you were like as a baby and they may well use words like ‘sweet’, ‘gorgeous’ and ‘princess’. Think about the toys you played with when you were young. Was there an emphasis on pink, princesses and Barbie dolls? Toys might seem like harmless fun, but child development experts now believe that toys aimed at girls (unlike toys for boys, which are often about engineering, building and adventure) encourage girls to focus too much on their looks, clothes and appearance.


 

Even stereotypes that seem as if they are compliments can be a problem! When girls constantly hear comments like ‘girls are arty and creative’, ‘girls are good at reading’, or ‘girls are quieter, more helpful and better behaved than boys’, it can stop them from daring to take risks, be adventurous and be loud and wild!


 

And of course, you can’t escape from this world of stereotypes by turning on the TV. The images you see of girls on screen are too often painfully stereotypical – even on kids’ TV where girl heroes are often shown as princesses, playing with cute animals or self-sacrificing mothers. It can sometimes feel as if there are stereotypes telling you what girls should be all over the media!
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It also pays to acknowledge any preconceptions about girls that you may have. Do you believe certain things about what it means to be a girl? What are you bringing to the party in terms of rules and stereotypes for your friends and other girls?


 

Finally, if you want to break free of the stereotyped image of a girl who can’t do anything without a boy then try not to fall for the endless ‘girl as a victim’ stories, songs and myths that tend to play a big part in fiction, film and television. This doesn’t mean you have to give up what you like watching or reading – just look at broadening the scope of what you choose, so to give you a more balanced view of life. So, for example:
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	Choose books with strong female characters, such as Harriet The Spy by Louise Fitzhugh, Otherwise Known As Sheila The Great by Judy Blume, Secrets by Jacqueline Wilson, The Hunger Games Trilogy by Suzanne Collins, The Divergent Trilogy by Veronica Roth, Harry Potter Series by JK Rowling, and The Fault In Our Stars by John Green. If you’ve read those, look up www.goodreads.com or Amazon to find lists of best teen girl books for more inspiration.
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	Watch films that are about more than just ‘girl meets boy’. There’s a lot more to a girl’s life than romance! Mix and match your viewing to give yourself a balanced perspective. Smart films are particularly good at making you think, for example: Frozen (2014), Veronica Mars (2014), Divergent (2014), Brave (2012), 10 Things I Hate About You (1999), Mean Girls (2004), Matilda (2004) and Mulan (2004).
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	Switch off so-called ‘reality’ shows. Okay, so these can be funny, but the women (and men) on these shows are usually chosen because they are exaggerated stereotypes and tend to play to the camera. Their words and encounters are often scripted anyway, so what you’re watching isn’t even real.
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	Find some empowering role models. Role models can be anyone you admire in real life. If you’re stuck for ideas, check out the ‘Top Role Model’ features in this book, such as Malala Yousafzai, who was shot in Pakistan over her fight for girls’ educational rights, Angelina Jolie who campaigns for UNHCR and UNICEF, or girl blogger, writer and actress Tavi Gevinson. (For more on the power of role models see Chapter 4.)
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	Choose to listen to music that empowers you, not music that belittles the idea of being female. Artists like Beyonce, Adele, Haim, Lorde, Amanda Mair all have something interesting to say. However, it doesn’t have to be a female singer or group that empowers you. The lyrics and music of any band male or female can work for you as long as it’s music that makes you feel strong not weak.














be the boss of you!



STAND UP TO STEREOTYPES

Here are some ideas for standing up to girl stereotypes.

 

1 Never just accept what others say as a girl truth – lots of people try to back up their stereotypes with facts and beliefs that are not true. So if someone tells you that being a girl means not being good at science, don’t believe it. It’s easy to disprove what they say with a quick google search into all the women who are good at science and tech.

 

2 Don’t let others try to define you or tell you what it means to be a girl. Only you get to decide what being a girl means to you. So what if people often say that all girls love shopping? The reality is some do, some don’t.

 

3 Consider all the many ways to make a stand. You don’t have to be confrontational or argumentative. You can simply make your own decisions in your head and stick to them. Or slowly try to make small changes around you and build up to the big ones.

 

4 You can challenge the stereotypes in quiet ways too. Sometimes this just means simply ignoring what’s being said. For instance, if someone insists that all boys are faster or smarter than girls, let it go. You know the truth so why bother to argue?
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5 Talk about it. Ask people outright why they think being a geek is a bad thing or being a girl is worse than being a boy. Sometimes just questioning what someone is saying and talking about it, makes others see that they are wrong.
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