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Girl
Wars





INTRODUCTION
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Anna’s thirteenth birthday is only a day away when her two best friends inform her with mock sadness that they won’t be coming to her sleepover party.


“Tina asked us to go to the movies with her. That’s way more fun than watching videos at your house and playing those stupid games your mom comes up with,” they snicker, linking arms and walking away.


An older girl begins to make fun of newcomer Monica’s scrawny build whenever they pass each other in the halls of their small rural high school. Even though fifteen-year-old Monica switches from wearing her favorite skirts and dresses to jeans, soon everyone is calling her “chicken legs” and cackling when she passes.


At ten, Lucy hates playground. Every day when the teacher is distracted, a boy will swoop up and snap the back of Lucy’s new bra, which barely contains her B-cup breasts. Worse yet is the betrayal of girls, who cluster together and laugh when that happens. Even Lucy’s former friends have started sticking out their chests mockingly and strutting behind her.


Day after day, fifteen-year-old Shantal and her crowd of friends face off against fourteen-year-old Erika and her group. In the cafeteria of their inner-city school, Shantal calls Erika a “slut” because she is dating Reese, a good-looking seventeen-year-old. In return, Erika shoves past Shantal and mutters “bitch” just loud enough to be heard. The confrontations grow more and more heated until one day between classes Erika punches Shantal in the face, an encounter that escalates into a brawl requiring police intervention.


What do these young women and their friends have in common? All are caught up in the whirlwind of relational aggression, wounded by the words and actions of another girl. Even Erika and Shantal, who work to maintain “tough girl” stances at all costs, are scared, hurt, and insecure underneath.


Relational aggression (RA), also called female bullying, is the use of relationships, rather than fists, to hurt another. Rumors, name calling, cliques, shunning, and a variety of other behaviors are the weapons girls use against one another on an everyday basis in schools, sports, recreational activities, and even houses of worship. The increasing incidence of physical confrontations between girls, like Erika and Shantal’s are often preceded by escalating relational aggression.


Most women can recall an incident of RA in their own past, but the seriousness of these behaviors is reaching new proportions, resulting in criminal charges, school shootings, and suicides. Why are today’s girls so willing to be this cruel to one another?


When psychologist Mary Pipher wrote her bestselling book Reviving Ophelia in the mid-1990s, she suggested we need to “work together to build a culture that is less complicated and more nurturing, less violent and sexualized, and more growth producing.” If anything, the world of adolescent girls is now more complicated, violent, and sexualized as well as less nurturing than when Dr. Pipher first proposed her agenda for change.


Today’s young women are subtly influenced to interact in ways that reduce rather than enhance their underlying power to connect with one another. Bombarded with messages about their physical appearance at an early age, they are expected to dress provocatively while maintaining straight “A” averages and excelling at sports. They are labeled as mean “Queen Bees” but given no alternatives for more positive behaviors. Their bodies are reaching physical maturity earlier and earlier, yet their cognitive skills remain anchored in adolescence. Role models for today’s teens are not powerful women who have succeeded because of their persistence and kindness to others, but rather superstar singers acting like sexy schoolgirls and movie stars firing machine guns or using martial arts on opponents while wearing skintight jumpsuits. No wonder young women find themselves in a state of extreme confusion, unsure of how to relate to either themselves or others.


The good news is that all across the country, mothers, girls, and others are finding ways to help adolescents feel more secure about their own abilities and safe in their relationships with others. Slowly, their efforts are changing the “girl poisoning” culture Mary Pipher first lamented nearly a decade ago, transforming behavior from cruel to kind.


Do all girls have the capacity to be kind? We believe girls are not inherently cruel, and that although behaviors such as jealousy, gossiping, and joining cliques may be normal in terms of what we expect, they are not what we have to accept. Based on our work with hundreds of young women in both our professional and personal lives, as well as extensive research, evaluation, and input from other experts on the subject, Charisse and I know that not only can girls be kind, they feel better about themselves when they are. We call this behavior confident kindness, because the ability to be caring and supportive of others is only meaningful if it comes from an inner sense of security and self-esteem.


It is our role as adults to guide young women to form more positive self-identities, which will in turn lead to more supportive relationships with others. That’s what this book is all about. How can mothers, young girls, or any other concerned party overcome RA? In this book, input from four important sources is used to identify twelve key strategies that both girls and adults can use.


First, girls who have been involved in RA share their stories, either in their own words or via interviews. These young women offer advice on how to deal with RA and share ways in which they turned their lives around—either on their own or with help from others.


A second source is the wisdom of mothers and other adults who have helped young women deal with RA. These include fathers, coaches, teachers, dance instructors, and religious education counselors. Again, the situations these adults faced with adolescent girls are shared, in their own words, along with the specific actions they took, which illustrate the strategies described.


A third source of information is experts, including Dr. Charisse Nixon and myself. Efforts are under way to develop and evaluate programs that specifically address individual, school, family, and community aspects of RA. In addition, many researchers and clinicians are actively studying and identifying key interventions that can put an end to female bullying.


Finally, several organizations that focus on improving the self-esteem of girls and helping them learn more positive ways of interacting are described. These include GENAustin, a “GirlPower” program in one high school; the Boys and Girls Clubs of America; http://www.cheryldellasega.com/club-ophelia/ and its premier program, Camp Ophelia; and the Ophelia Project and one of its sister chapters in Warren, Pennsylvania.


Of course, the experiences that feel most relevant to both Charisse and myself are the ones we have had as mothers of girls who are immersed in this culture of female aggression. We have seen our daughters caught up in the tumult of RA behaviors at various ages, but in keeping with the original message of Reviving Ophelia, we believe change is possible. Negative messages about “mean teens,” which make for great press, end up stereotyping girls and creating an expectation that such behaviors are normal. The latter is particularly damaging because it perpetuates the notion that nothing can be done, because, after all, “girls will be girls.”


It is our goal to focus on the strength and resiliency of young women rather than on their deficiencies. Girls have enormous relational abilities but need guidance to build those abilities into constructive assets. In this book, we will show that girls can—and must—be taught to capitalize on the strong, resourceful, positive, and powerful side that lives inside them. Anyone—male, female, young, old, individual, or group— can use these strategies to transform the culture of female aggression to one of confident kindness.


The twelve strategies are listed step-by-step for you to follow. The first, and perhaps most important, is to inform yourself and others. Although this may sound easy enough, there are many nuances of RA that affect today’s girls. The four chapters devoted to this strategy will describe special situations such as the use of computers for aggression (cyber-RA) and socioeconomic differences and similarities in RA. This content is elaborated on by vignettes by girls and parents.


Strategies 2 and 3 are preventive actions you can use to develop a girl’s anti-RA skills at a young age, grow her self-esteem, and equip her with positive relationship skills. Again, the real experiences of adults and girls will be shared to illustrate these principles.


The longest section of the book deals with what to do when RA occurs (Strategies 4 through 10). We begin with relatively mild incidents and progress to serious, sustained types of harassment and aggression. These strategies will help you intervene to end the aggression and hurt all girls experience when RA occurs. Not surprisingly, girls themselves have a lot to say about what helps and what doesn’t; their suggestions are summarized in Strategy 10: Give Her a Tool Kit of Options.


Strategy 11 deals with changing the larger culture through individual and community programs targeted at RA. Profiles of key organizations are provided so you can replicate similar efforts in your own home and community. Finally, you will be guided through the steps needed to develop your own action plan.


The book ends with appendices, which are by no means comprehensive but which provide further information on resources, along with a self-assessment quiz on your RA quotient. Sources for further help are also identified.


We frequently mention middle school as the context for working with girls since this is a time when gender differences emerge in RA, but in reality the strategies apply to preschool through young adulthood. While our focus is girl vs. girl aggression, we acknowledge that boys can and do engage in RA, just in different contexts and less often.


Throughout the book, we have taken the liberty of changing names and details where we feel it is appropriate. Where girls specifically requested their names be used with their stories we did so, but all participants can be contacted through Cheryl Dellasega at opheliasmother@aol.com.


In the coming years, there will be increasing pressure to create environments that help young women feel safe. Strategies such as the ones we offer are an important first step in changing the culture to make it better for both adolescent girls and ourselves.


In a farewell letter to me, one thirteen-year-old summarized her feelings after attending a week-long camp specifically for middle-school girls: “I know now that there are other ways to act. For me, this means walking away when I’m upset or politely asking for more information about why the aggressor feels the way she does. Just knowing about relational aggression will help me be a different person in the next school year.” It is our hope that every girl—and adult—can learn a better way to relate to others, to be confident and kind, and to feel better about herself in the process. This book is a how-to for accomplishing these goals.


—Cheryl Dellasega, Ph.D.





Strategy 1:
INFORM YOURSELF AND OTHERS



THE RA FACTS OF LIFE
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Yeah, that’s how girls are, women too. You know, cat fights. Meow.


—ADULT WOMAN PARTICIPATING IN A CONVERSATION ABOUT GIRLS HURTING GIRLS


What It Is


Bullying, harassing, victimizing, meanness, relational aggression: these words are all used interchangeably in reference to the behavior of girls. The term relational aggression (RA) was coined by researcher Nicki Crick from the University of Minnesota to describe the use of relationships to harm others. This behavior can be so subtle it is often missed by adults, but it can also escalate to an ongoing RA drama that lasts for days and even weeks. That’s why, so often, RA is not a clear-cut, on-off situation but exists on a continuum of mild to extreme.


The process of using relationships to hurt another involves an aggressor (the bully or tormentor), a victim (the target), and often one or more bystanders or girls in the middle (GIM). It is not at all unusual for a girl who has been victimized to retaliate by becoming aggressive to another or for girls to play all three roles in different types of relationships. To better understand the dynamics of RA, it is important for both girls and adults to recognize the behaviors as well as the motivating factors.



Why It Happens


Ironically, all girls who engage in this dynamic are experiencing some underlying fear and insecurity. The aggressor may be worried about her ability to remain “on top,” so she uses manipulation and control of others to avoid having her own flaws exposed. The victim often lacks the confidence to stand up for herself and may accept harassment because inside she feels it is deserved or true. Girls in the middle are also afraid and lack the self-esteem to take a stand; often they may join in the aggression either passively or overtly to avoid being targeted themselves.


Unlike males, women typically forge their identities through relationships with others. At all ages, women are more oriented toward outward connections with others. Even in sports situations, girls are social. One coach comments, “If I got a bunch of boys together who didn’t know each other and sent them out to play soccer, they wouldn’t think twice about it. They’d go out and play, then go off the field and never think twice about seeing each other again. Not so with girls. They need to know who is the leader, who they might become friends with, who’s nice, who’s popular, all of that stuff before they can play anything.”


Here are some basic facts about RA, which you may feel free to reproduce. (Or check Appendix B for details on obtaining quantities of a full-size, flyer with resources and illustrations.)


Relational What?


A recent report from the Families and Work Institute asked 1,001 adolescents in the fifth through twelfth grades the following question: “If you could make one change that would help stop the violence that young people experience today, what would that change be?” Interestingly, the majority of young people talked about emotional violence; relational aggression is a type of emotional violence.


Relational aggression (RA) is a psychological term that signifies the use of relationships to hurt peers. Compared to other forms of aggression, such as physical violence, RA is quieter, more insidious, and harder to detect. It encompasses starting rumors, spreading gossip, teasing, creating or joining cliques, deliberately excluding another girl, and many of the stereotypical behaviors associated with girls (and women), and like most behaviors, it exists on a continuum from mild to extreme.


RA is a phenomenon that can affect boys as well, particularly in opposite-sex relationships. It appears in peer, family, and romantic contexts as well as in and out of school. Children in preschool through post-secondary have displayed behaviors that are relationally aggressive. Increasingly the computer is used to deliver negative messages.


The damage occurs because RA prevents girls from aligning with one another during an important time in their psycho-social development and instead turns them into adversaries. This way of interacting, through relationships that are a source of harassment rather than happiness, can deprive girls of a valuable support system: her peers.


Research on RA has shown that


 


• Relationally aggressive behavior is evident in all age groups from preschool through adulthood.


• For students in grades three through six, relational aggression is a stronger predictor of future social maladjustment than overt physical aggression.


• Girls are more likely to use RA within their own friendship circles, in comparison to boys, who tend to aggress outside their friendship circles.


• Girls who are relationally aggressive are also less likely to show empathy for others.


• Girls are more likely to approve of and use relational aggression; boys are more likely to approve of and use physical aggression.


• Relationally aggressive girls are more likely to believe that aggressive behavior is acceptable and even normal. For example, girls with high RA tendencies are also likely to believe that it is generally okay to spread rumors about someone else.


• Relational aggression is connected to peer rejection, decreased acts of prosocial behavior, and antisocial and borderline personality features in young adults.


• Relational aggression may be as strong a risk factor for future delinquency, crime, and substance abuse as physical aggression.


• Both victims and initiators of RA have a higher incidence of serious mental health problems such as depression, loneliness, alienation, emotional distress, and isolation.


• At the college level, prior experience with RA has been associated with bulimic symptoms.


• Older adolescents with a well-formed identity (young women who are goal-directed) are less likely to be relationally aggressive.


• Older adolescents with a well-developed moral identity (young women who know their values and act consistently with them) are less likely to be relationally aggressive.


• Studies show that RA is linked to physical violence.


• A recent case in Williamsport, Pennsylvania, involved a fourteen-year-old high school student who wanted desperately to be part of the “popular” crowd at her school but was routinely ridiculed and excluded. The RA drama intensified until she brought a gun to school and shot the girl she believed to be her chief tormentor. The shooter’s attorney, George Lep-ley, said on record that the girl had been subjected to “a lot of name-calling, derogatory comments, and innuendoes.” Many of the young girls I’ve worked with describe situations where emotional violence (RA) triggers physical confrontation. As Linda, a precocious twelve-year-old, told me, “If words don’t work, after a while, I’ll just pop the other girl in the mouth.” According to a recent national survey, over half of young people who have been rejected or ignored have also been hit, shoved, kicked, or tripped at least once in the past month, compared to one-quarter of young people who have not been victims of RA.


• The Families and Work Institute report also highlights that adolescents want to see changes in their culture more than in their parents or schools. They report feeling peer and social pressure to follow and conform as a way to protect themselves. (For the full report see www.familiesandwork.org.)


 


Girls also need to be educated about RA. As an adult, you can provide key information. Use the words relational aggression or RA, but make sure she understands what they mean— bullying, aggression, meanness, and other hurtful behaviors. Spell out what RA is, how it hurts girls, who is usually involved, and why it happens, and assure her it can be changed. Start talking about relational aggression early on— preschool is when these behaviors begin to surface—and share stories of other girls with her so she knows she’s not alone. (For the flyer “Wary Mary or Savvy Sue: Which Are You? A Primer of RA Facts for Girls,” see Appendix B.)


Here are one girl’s words on her experience with RA and how she dealt with it.


 


WORD WARS


Why are girls mean to girls? My mother told me they were jealous, my father told me they were simply mean, my oldest sister told me that’s the way girls act, and my other sister just shrugged and said it happened to her too. None of this took away the pain of irreversible wounds. When boys are angry, they get physical, sometimes causing bruises or broken bones, but words are the most dangerous weapon. They sting, they last, and girls seem to have a way with words that are more vicious and attack the inner self.


She was my best friend of five years. I considered her my sister, loved her more than life itself. We promised to be friends forever and mixed our blood to seal the promise, but I drifted into honors classes as she drifted into mainstream. We made new friends and saw less and less of each other. There was not a fateful day, no final fight that I can recall.


“The most beautiful discovery that true friends can make is that they can grow separately without growing apart,” or so I thought. One day I e-mailed her: “I love you.” In bold letters I got back a letter declaring our friendship in the past.


Tears have never felt so hot nor pain so raw. Life changed. Her words didn’t just hit a nerve; they traveled into my bloodstream and flowed throughout. My heart is what hurt the most, but the worst pain was still to come. The rumors were yet to be spread.


Another girl, who was a friend to us both, sent me the cruelest message I have ever received. Littered with four-letter words, her message told me I didn’t have a right to live and said she would see to it I didn’t. The threats hurt, but the most painful part said I had never been a good friend to either her or my best friend.


My parents saw the threatening mail and burst at the seams. My dad wanted to go to the police; my mom wanted to call her house. I just wanted a hug. In the end my mom called her mom, and eventually I got an apology, but it didn’t mean anything. Words are not erasable. You can’t say them and then delete their existence. Even if I forgive, which I have, I can’t forget. To this day, I don’t know what happened. I pass them in the hall, I see their smiles, and I fade away, into that oblivion that they have destined for me.


I don’t know why girls hurt girls. I do know that I have been punched in the face, kicked in the leg, I have even withstood heart surgery, but nothing has been so painful as losing a best friend, a sister, my better half… all over words.


—Danielle Siegel, age 18, New York




WHY GIRLS ARE PRONE TO RA
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One day she couldn’t get enough attention from her dad and me, and the next day she wanted to spend every free minute with her friends. If she’s not actually with them, she’s talking to them on the phone or chatting with them online. We practically have to make a reservation to spend an evening with her.


—MOTHER OF A TWELVE-YEAR-OLD GIRL


Is there any other age as delightful or frustrating as adolescence? During this time, a glimpse of the woman-to-be emerges and gradually becomes more defined as a girl balances separation from parents with integration into peer groups and relationships.


For those of us who experienced adolescence decades ago, the teenage years can feel like foreign territory—easy to get lost in, with few recognizable road signs. Part of developing a plan to prevent and combat RA involves an appreciation for the normal but complex changes that occur in the way a girl thinks and feels during this time, many of which make her vulnerable to RA interactions.


The Geography of Adolescence


The teen years are by their very nature a time of change and transition, both physically and socially. Only infancy involves more physical and mental growth than the preteen and teen-years! This maturing process has the potential to be both exciting and stressful to a girl; the more changes she has to deal with, the more stress she is likely to experience. Imagine having to adjust to the momentous move from grade to middle school while your body changes on a near-daily basis. At the same time you must try to figure out who you are as an individual and, somehow, fit in with a group you like. No wonder it may take several attempts involving dramatically different roles and identities to navigate this process, and no wonder parents have a hard time keeping up with the personas. As one mother summarized her daughter’s ninth grade, “She changed on a weekly basis. First it was the punk, then the prep, then the jock, then the skater. I forget what else there was. Of course, each of these new looks required a complete change of wardrobe… Luckily she had a job and paid for the clothes herself.”


Relationships with the opposite sex come into play during this time too. Girls have to figure out how to relate to boys. What are the rules? What is my role? Does he make the rules? What am I supposed to do? are all common dilemmas. Without positive role models or a reliable adult to consult, young women may come to accept the sexualized media images of teens as their norm.


How Thinking and Social Relationships Change


Girls at this age are naturally egocentric. To their preoccupied way of thinking, everyone else is observing and reacting to them, which means that even the slightest social gaffe on their part will take on enormous significance.


Another characteristic of adolescence is uniqueness. Each girl views herself as different, contending that no one else could possibly understand how she feels. She will sincerely believe she is the only girl in her whole school who worries about not having the right friends, enough friends, or one true friend.


Although an adolescent’s mind is becoming more flexible and able to think about the perspective of others, adolescents experience negative emotions more intensely than adults. What seem like relatively trivial events to grown-ups can have a dramatic impact on girls.


While the exact timetable can differ from child to child, social development tends to follow this pattern:


In middle childhood (ages six to ten) children recognize that people have feelings but focus on more observable details, like what people are wearing, what they look like, and how they behave. At this age a girl judges things good or bad according to their consequences, not according to the motivations behind them. It is hard for her to understand that someone aggresses against her because of insecurity; she only knows that her feelings are hurt.


In the later elementary school years (ages nine to eleven), girls are trying their best to please others and be seen as a “good person.” They care about others, but this can be a double-edged sword: they care tremendously what others think! Programmed by culture to place the esteem of others first, a girl can be so desperate for the approval of others she enters relationships where she is manipulated and controlled by others. Fear of rejection becomes overwhelming; “popularity” is the ultimate goal.


During early adolescence (ages eleven to fourteen), close friendships gain even more importance and girls pay less attention to parents. Increasingly, they are concerned with acceptance from same-sex peers and will conform to group norms for dress, music, and hobbies, a behavior that peaks in middle school. Even though they may not always show it, girls at this age still see parents as a major resource for both information and emotional support.


Middle adolescence (fifteen to seventeen) is marked by even stronger ties to a peer group, as this is the time when independence and development of identity are critical. At this stage a girl will start to think about academic, social, and vocational goals for herself, which is all part of the identity formation process. Her willingness to share and cooperate increases as she sees herself as part of a community. A teen’s peer group as well as family network will serve as sources for advice and will strongly influence her lifestyle, ideas, and beliefs.


By late adolescence (seventeen to nineteen), a sense of independence is normal as girls begin to show greater self-reliance and more concern for others. Peers are viewed more as a resource where opinions can be sought and considered rather than dictated.


At each stage peers make a valuable contribution to a girl’s development because they provide a training ground for relationship skills, skills that often spill over into a romantic context. For example, if a girl learns to manipulate and hurt others in same-sex friendships, she is more likely to use these same behaviors with a boyfriend. On the other hand, a girl who is repeatedly victimized by others may come to accept this treatment as normal and stay in unhealthy relationships.


Underlying all relationships is the issue of trust. In adolescence, girls learn whom to trust and whom not to. They are beginning to navigate the waters of intimate relationships and finding out firsthand how trust is established and lost. This trial-and-error process can often be very painful, especially for girls, who are oriented toward using intimacy with others to discover who they are.


Empathy


These years are an ideal time to provide guidance to girls because they are at a point cognitively where they can think about the perspective of others. This insight can contribute to either constructive (empathetic) or destructive (hurtful) behavior patterns. Girls who feel secure are more likely to adopt the former, while those who feel threatened will rely on the latter.


Charisse’s research shows that girls who are relationally aggressive are more likely to be less empathetic. The logical question is then, Can we teach empathy? The answer is, Absolutely!


Empathy involves three steps:


1. Being able to identify another’s feelings. “Maybe she copies the way I dress because she wants to be like me,” or “Sara looks like she is feeling sad.”


2. Taking another’s perspective. “If I were new to the school, I’d want someone to ask me to eat lunch with her.”


3. Showing empathetic behavior, such as putting your hand on someone’s shoulder, going to stand next to her, sending a friendly card or note.


A Word About Physical Changes


In addition to their social and cognitive development, girls are changing physically as well. Dr. Angela Huebner, family and child development specialist at Virginia Tech University, identifies the following physical changes as primary.


• Rapid gains in height and weight. During a one-year growth spurt, girls can gain an average of 3.5 inches in height. This spurt, which typically occurs two years earlier for girls than for boys, may make them appear older than they really are.


• Development of secondary sex characteristics. During puberty, changing hormonal levels play a role in activating the development of secondary sex characteristics. Teens may be concerned because they are more developed than their peers (early maturers) or less developed (late maturers). Being out of developmental step with peers is a concern to adolescents because most just want to fit in.


• Continued brain development. Recent research suggests that the connections between neurons affecting emotional, physical, and mental abilities are incomplete until late adolescence. This could explain why some teens seem to be inconsistent in controlling their emotions, impulses, and judgments.


Dr. Huebner’s article on this topic, which includes actions for parents, can be located at http://www.ext.vt.edu/pubs/family/350-850/350-850.html. It’s worth a read! Two other excellent resources include the books Too Old for That, Too Young for This: Your Survival Guide to Middle School (Free Spirit Press, 2000) by Harriet Mosatche, Ph.D., and Karen Unger of the Girl Scouts of America (for girls and boys) and Raising Good Children (Bantam Books, 1994) by Dr. Thomas Lickona.


Mothers and Daughters


Often the best and worst aspects of moms and girls get accentuated during adolescence, when a daughter needs to decide how she wants to be both like and different from her mother. Mothers may experience this dynamic as rejection and ask, Why does my daughter seem to reject me and all the values I’ve tried to instill in her? According to input from hundreds of girls, the grounding received from parents is an important touchstone in their lives and provides a reference point for major decisions they make, whether moms and dads realize it or not. We can’t stress enough that caring adults who provide unconditional love and support are critical for healthy development, even if every message you get from her seems to suggest the opposite!


Cultural Influences


While we all have an inherent need for connectedness and mutual dependency, increasingly our culture promotes competition and independence. At a time when girls are striving with all their energy to make friends and be part of a group, they are often given subtle and not so subtle messages that encourage them to focus on individual achievement at all costs.


In addition, our current culture celebrates sameness and a hierarchical order of social relationships, a preference often manifested in what we know as cliques. At a recent workshop, one mom commented: “… at least my daughter is part of the ‘right’ clique. She should be protected from some of this.” As adults, we need to be aware of what cliques are teaching our daughters and to question whether those exclusive groupings teach and reinforce the fundamental principles of prejudice and discrimination. Beware of the “right” clique!


Conformity to peers peaks in middle school, when there is pressure for a girl to act and dress like others, whether or not she agrees with their behavior, sense of style, and values. The following story shows how trying to gain friends by pleasing others can backfire.


 


SEAT 21


Most of this story takes place in seat 21, my assigned bus seat. Even if the popular kids who sat in the back with me didn’t talk to me (or if they did and made me feel like I was two inches big), it didn’t matter. I would still sit there. Whenever one of the popular girls took my seat (21), I felt lucky and proud that she had chosen it out of any on the bus. Until Nan.


Nan lived about two blocks away from me, one of three kids in my neighborhood who were my age. Of course I wanted to be her friend. She had long blond hair and blue eyes and was a little taller than me. She was beautiful compared to me, or that’s at least what I thought at the time.


She and one of her older sisters became cheerleaders and were really good at it. She convinced me to try out, but they really shouldn’t have tried to stuff a chubby little girl into an extra-small miniskirt and midriff. When I didn’t make the squad, there were no words spoken but the friendship was over. We began to hang around with different groups of people and slowly became enemies.


Cheerleaders versus the Freaks. My group didn’t really care what they called us, but we called ourselves Freaks, and we were proud to be Freaks. To us, the worst thing was to be what they were: a bunch of “preppies.” Don’t get me wrong. Deep, deep, deep down inside I might have still wanted to be one of them. After all, I still sat in seat 21.


The taunting became worse as seventh grade went on, and one day Nan turned to me and said, “Sabrina, I don’t like your curly hair. I’m going to beat you up someday at the bus stop.” For a seventh grader that comment could be heartbreaking, but I just tucked it away and asked her, “When?” She was too scared ever to fight me and it never did happen.


Now that I look back at it, it all sounds really stupid. But the experience literally changed my life. It made me the freak I am today.


—Sabrina Messina, Pennsylvania


As a girl changes and matures, so do relationships with peers. What remains constant is the importance of her social life, which often becomes all-important, even shaping her into the woman she will be. The fluidness of the aggressor/victim roles are highlighted by the next story, as is the changing importance of a girl’s social landscape.
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