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TODAY’S MIDDLE SCHOOL GIRLS HAVE IT ROUGH.


In a few short years, they go through an incredible number of biological and emotional changes, making this the most formative—and riskiest—time in their lives. Groups turn on each other, a trusted childhood friend can reveal secrets by sending a text message or updating a Facebook status, and deciding where to sit in the cafeteria can be a daily struggle. As any tween will tell you, life for a middle school girl can be summed up in one word: drama.


Haley Kilpatrick’s own turbulent middle school experience inspired Girl Talk, a nonprofit organization in which high school mentors offer a “just been there” perspective to tween girls, helping them build self-esteem and develop leadership skills. Here, Haley delivers the definitive guidebook, packed with anecdotes from real girls around the country, who offer their insight into:


• Why her friends’ approval is suddenly vitally important


• Why she feels pressured to be perfect


• Why she’s no longer telling her parents everything


• What three vital things adults can offer to the girls in their lives to downplay the drama


Filled with practical strategies from tweens and teen mentors to help adults understand what girls today are facing, The Drama Years is a must-read for anyone struggling to help girls navigate the often difficult transition into adolescence.





“A great overall primer for anyone with a young teen girl in her life. And the girls will love reading it too! I will highly recommend it to the parents, teachers, and girls I work with.”


—ROSALIND WISEMAN, AUTHOR OF QUEEN BEES AND WANNABES
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Praise for The Drama Years


“The Drama Years is a great overall primer for anyone with a young teen girl in her life. And the girls will love reading it too! I will highly recommend it to the parents, teachers, and girls I work with.”


—Rosalind Wiseman, author of Queen Bees and Wannabes


“The Drama Years is a wonderful, compassionate, and extremely helpful book. It is a must for any parent with a middle-school-age daughter. Haley Kilpatrick tells it exactly—word for word—as it is. She understands what they are going through, and she gives truly helpful and specific advice. The book is upbeat while at the same time it deals with all of the toughest issues that young teenage girls must face. All parents of young teen girls will love it.”


—Anthony E. Wolf, Ph.D., author of Get Out of My Life, But First Could You Drive Me & Cheryl to the Mall?


“Even the closest of parent-child relationships can benefit from this book. The more we listen, the more we help to raise a generation of self-empowered, confident women.”


—Lucy Danziger, SELF magazine editor-in-chief and author of The Drop 10 Diet and The Nine Rooms of Happiness


“The Drama Years is filled with heart-stirring stories, just-been-there advice from recent teens, and practical, actionable tips for parents. It’s full of real girls talking about everything from stress and body image to love and materialism. Reading this book, I cringed in recognition of my own drama years, just wishing this book had been around back then and so grateful I’ll have it as a guide for my own daughter.”


—Melissa Walker, cofounder of I Heart Daily and author of Small Town Sinners


“A must-read for any parent struggling to understand her tween daughter and all the ‘drama’ in her life. Haley Kilpatrick tells it from a girl’s perspective with real solutions for grownups.”


—Chandra Turner, executive editor, Parents magazine


“Pre-teen years are so tough for girls, and adults often aren’t sure how best to help. Thankfully, we have the middle school and high school girls who share their hearts and minds in these pages to guide us, telling parents exactly what will help them survive ‘The Drama Years.’”


—Julie Foudy, former captain of the U.S. Women’s Soccer Team and founder of Julie Foudy Sports Leadership Academy
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To everyone who believes that today’s middle school girls will become tomorrow’s inspiring women





Introduction



 


“Middle school is the hardest thing you’ll ever have to go through, probably. In sixth grade, they backstab you. Seventh grade is all drama, drama, drama. Eighth grade, you don’t know who you want to be yet, but you have to know, because high school is the place where you have to have your group.”


—Emma, twelve, New Jersey


 


“In elementary school, it felt like everyone was my friend. But once you get into middle school, your body starts changing; you start getting pimples. There’s gossip about who’s dating who and social cliques. I was like, `Well, okay … I guess this is the way it is now.’”


—Rebecca, thirteen, Texas


It’s not easy to be a middle school girl today. In the few years between grade school and high school, girls go through an incredible number of changes, making this the most formative—and riskiest—time in their lives. And though it might not be the hardest thing your tween will ever go through, as Emma, the twelve-year-old quoted above, claims, surviving middle school can feel like the biggest challenge your girl has faced thus far.


School has now become a social minefield for her. A girl’s list of friends fluctuates on a regular basis: groups form and turn on each other; classmates gossip about who’s saying what to whom; childhood friends tell trusted secrets to others; and just deciding where to sit in the lunchroom can be a daily struggle. She’s also experiencing a wave of biological changes—growth spurts, new curves, new hormones—and suddenly she has more grown-up things to worry about too, like dealing with crushes and negotiating how she feels about her body and her appearance. Not to mention that she’s also going through a personality crisis, trying to define who she is as an individual, while also desperately trying to fit in with her friends and classmates. And throughout it all, the media are bombarding girls with contradictory and utterly confusing messages, like “act sexy, but don’t do anything sexual.”


To both parents and their girls, the transition from elementary school to middle school often feels like much more than a three-month summer recess; it might as well be a period of many years. Suddenly everything is changing, and as part of the natural development process, parents aren’t as involved in the classroom as they were during elementary school. Out of nowhere, these girls are expected to grow up and decide who they want to be—and fast.


 


“Middle school is much tougher than grade school, because the whole identity piece is huge. ‘Who do I want to be?’ They’re really trying to figure it out. They don’t want to be the little kid anymore, but they really have no ability to navigate the world in the way they think they can.”


—Kris, middle school counselor


Recently the world of middle school girls has become even more challenging. More than ever before, these girls feel they must be “perfect”—in school, in sports and other after-school activities, and at home. With more and more girls reporting that they feel severely stressed, this increasing pressure is having a negative effect on their emotional and physical health.


The drive for perfection has dovetailed with our culture’s heightened emphasis on appearance—resulting in ever younger girls feeling pressured to conform to an unreasonable standard of beauty and thinness, striving to be pretty, to be “hot” (even as a preteen), to stay in their friends’ good graces, and to get the attention of boys.


But without question, the biggest shift in the world of middle school girls is technological. With smart phones, Skype, Gchat, texting, and Facebook, girls in sixth through eighth grade today have more opportunities to connect with others than any previous generation. It’s now effortless to anonymously bully someone over the Internet and harass another person through a text message. And it’s not just harmful among the girls themselves; studies have shown that our reliance on, and obsession with, technology has decreased the amount of time girls spend with their families. It’s becoming more apparent that girls who’ve grown up with a cell phone available around the clock have a harder time making decisions on their own and trusting their instincts than girls in the past. After all, why not just text Mom or your friends to ask their advice rather than figuring it out on your own?


I’ve dedicated my life to helping these girls deal with tough issues, so I see firsthand, every day, how scary today’s middle school world can be. Guiding you—parents and other mentors of middle school girls—through these tricky waters is what The Drama Years is all about.


I’m Haley Kilpatrick, the founder and executive director of a national nonprofit organization called Girl Talk. It’s a peer-to-peer mentoring program in which high school girls mentor middle school girls, advising and inspiring them from a “just been there” perspective. I started Girl Talk in 2002, when I was fifteen years old, and in ten years we’ve grown from the first chapter (in my Georgia school, with forty-five girls) to chapters in forty-three states and six countries, involving more than 40,000 girls. And we’re still growing.


I started Girl Talk because middle school was such a hard time for me. (You’ll hear a lot more about this throughout the book.) And once my little sister started sixth grade, I could see she was about to go through three tough years too. I knew I couldn’t save her from the pain I’d experienced, but I had to try to make it easier somehow—for her, her friends, and other middle school girls.


Here’s my background: I grew up in Albany, Georgia, a small city south of Atlanta. I felt like my life was pretty normal; I lived with my mom, dad, younger brother, and younger sister, I did well in school, loved to dance, got along with everyone in my class, and hung out with my best friend, Maryashley. But that all changed during sixth grade when Maryashley’s family moved away over spring break.


I tried to get closer to some of the girls I’d known since elementary school—girls who had, by now, formed our grade’s popular crowd—but they seemed to despise me. And I had no idea why. I’d head toward an open spot in the lunchroom, only to watch some girl throw her purse down on the empty chair, letting me know that I wasn’t welcome. On Mondays, I’d overhear the details of birthday parties that I hadn’t been invited to over the weekend. Yet sometimes they would unexpectedly be nice to me, and I would think we were friends. The constant back and forth—Where did I stand today?—was overwhelming. It started to feel so tense to go to school: I couldn’t focus in class because I was never sure when I was going to be made fun of, or what was going to happen in the cafeteria, or why the girls around me were passing notes.


Was I the only girl being left out? Of course not. But I didn’t see that at the time. I felt like I was the only one, because it was so utterly painful to be ostracized—and because no one was talking about it. And rather than wonder why these girls were being so mean, I took it very personally. What’s wrong with me? I wondered. Will I ever be liked and included? In a short period of time, I’d gone from an incredibly confident, outspoken young girl to an insecure, timid sixth grader filled with anxiety. My grades started to drop, and when opportunities came up—to try out for a team or run for class office—I didn’t take them, even though I knew I had something to offer. I was too scared the other girls would ridicule me for trying.


Thankfully, the popular-girl drama wasn’t the only thing I experienced during middle school. Unwittingly I also started something that would have more of an impact on my future than I could ever know: I enlisted the help of a few adult mentors. Sure, I had my mom to talk to. (And since I know a lot of girls can’t talk to their parents, I’m supergrateful to have her unwavering support.) But she was my mom—she wasn’t in school with me, and she couldn’t completely understand what I was going through. I often spent my lunch period in the library to avoid the lunchroom drama, and I started sharing my problems with our school’s librarian, Mrs. Lentz. My English teacher, Ms. Presley, also helped me through some rough moments.


But the person I relied on the most was a high school friend I met on my school dance team, Christie. Since she was a few years older than me, she was automatically cooler and more experienced in my eyes—which meant that I respected her and listened to her more than anyone else. (Honestly, I hung on every word she said.) When I went to her with my problems, she told me that she could relate because she had been there too. She had been the butt of jokes in middle school, but she’d gotten through it, and she was positive that I would too. “Forget about them,” she’d say. “Let’s go to the mall.” Well, I remember thinking to myself, If she thinks I’m cool enough to hang out with, then I can’t be that bad. Christie and a few other high school friends—I thought of them as adopted older sisters—fueled me with the inspiration to keep going with my head held high. They were my saving graces, the lifeboats that got me through.


High school has its own unique set of issues, but by the time I started ninth grade, I was out of the roughest waters and I no longer dreaded school each day. But when my little sister started coming home from school in tears, sick from the torment she faced from other girls, I realized it wasn’t just me; other middle school girls—maybe even all middle school girls—face these same issues. It doesn’t have to be this way, I thought: Just because so many girls grow accustomed to being teased or left out or aren’t sure who to turn to for help doesn’t mean it should continue. I thought about how Christie and my other mentors had understood me more than anyone else, since they’d just been in my shoes—and how I’d found strength from my relationships with them.


Then it hit me: What if we found a way for other tween girls to have the same experience that I had with my older friends? A way for middle school girls to share their troubles openly and honestly in a group, without worrying about being judged? And what if high school girls led the group as mentors? They’d share what worked for them in middle school, what didn’t, and what they’d learned. They’d be there to inspire and guide the younger girls. And by sharing in this safe space, the tweens would learn to rely on and trust one another rather than turn on each other. It might even be like an instant sisterhood.


I sketched out details for this new idea, named the group Girl Talk, and lobbied my school administration for approval. Once my incredibly supportive principal, Mr. Henry, signed on, the program was born.


Girl Talk’s basic premise is the same now as it was back then. High school girls lead middle school girls in weekly discussion groups about everything from body image issues to having self-respect; from how to deal with mean girls and bullying to the importance of being kind; from meeting guys and dating to getting along with your parents. (Our organization offers the program for free; it trains the leaders and provides themed curricula for each meeting.) The middle school girls get instant adopted big sisters and a safe place to talk openly. The high school girls become real-life role models and are expected to act accordingly. And we emphasize volunteering and service throughout each chapter’s community, so every girl involved comes away with greater compassion for and perspective on the world around her.


It’s a simple idea that creates a lasting effect. Most of the young girls involved—83 percent—become Girl Talk Leaders when they get to high school. And we’ve seen that if girls have a substantial outlet to talk about what’s going on in their lives, they’ll improve their work in the classroom (as I instinctively knew in sixth grade when my grades dropped because of my dismal social situation): we’ve found a 14 percent improvement in Girl Talk participants’ math grades and a 24 percent improvement in language arts grades since they started the program. And of course we’ve seen positive effects that can’t be measured: our Girl Talk Girls and Leaders report feeling more confident and compassionate toward others.


After ten years of running Girl Talk (it’s now my full-time job), traveling around the country speaking to groups of middle school girls, and meeting countless adults who parent or work with tweens, I can’t tell you how many times a mom, dad, teacher, or counselor has asked for our help. Parents, especially, come to us regularly, saying: “We don’t know what to do or say about situation X, Y, or Z. How can we help our girl get through this?” Even with all the information available online and on the shelves of bookstores, they’re still confused about their tween girls and are desperate to know how they can help their daughters. As close as you might be to your daughter, you can’t walk through the hallways with her, try to find a seat in the cafeteria alongside her, or be with her as she navigates the social dynamics of a Friday night football game.


That’s why I wanted to write The Drama Years. I’m the head of Girl Talk, not a psychologist or academic, but I’m in this world day in and day out. Girls trust the Girl Talk team. They confide in us and tell us what’s really happening out there—and this information is too valuable not to share it with you, the parents and adults who work with middle schoolers. In The Drama Years, you’ll read about a wide range of tween and teen experiences with issues like body image, stress, frenemies, and love.


This information couldn’t be more vital. Research has shown that the period between sixth and eighth grades is one of the most critical times in a young person’s development: the decisions girls make during these years, and the paths they start to walk down, directly affect and inform the adult they will become. These are the years where peers replace parents and other adults as major influencers. This means that it’s crucial for parents and other adults who work with these girls to understand the situations that will inevitably arise in their lives and to hear, direct from the source, how they want the adults around them to handle these changes.


Why name the book The Drama Years? Because that’s exactly how girls describe their experiences during this time. Fights between friends are “drama”; starting to experience crushes can cause “drama”; middle school in general is “so much drama.” While parents might playfully roll their eyes, it’s very real to tween girls. They’re dramatic; their friends are dramatic. To them, it feels like life is dramatic.


What to Expect in The Drama Years



In The Drama Years, I’ll take you through the big issues girls face today. First, we’ll look at self-awareness—how tween girls can find out who they are in the midst of all the influences surrounding them. In Chapter 2, you’ll see how to help girls tackle stress, a growing problem among tweens, who feel under pressure to be all things to all people. We’ll look at materialism and competition around name brands in Chapter 3 and what’s really underneath that obsession with the latest designer jeans. Linked to the pressure to have the latest name brands is the pressure to look a certain way; that’s the focus of Chapter 4, about body image and body awareness. Chapter 5 deals with one of the largest sources of both happiness and devastation for middle school girls: their friends. You’ll learn about mean girls, frenemies, and bullying and how to help your tween recognize a good friend. Next, in Chapter 6, we’ll look at love relationships and sexuality. Dealing with you—parents and other adults—is the subject of Chapter 7; you’ll see why arguments occur between parents and tweens and how to communicate better with your middle schooler. Chapter 8 is about boundaries, rules, and limits, and how other middle school parents are tackling the same issues you are. Finally, in Chapter 9, we’ll get to serious topics—the real drama—like family problems, depression, and self-harm.


For each of these issues, I’ve kept to the spirit of Girl Talk, in which girls share their experiences: what they’ve learned from each other and from their high school leaders. (After all, there’s nothing quite as affirming as hearing that you’re not alone.) In terms of the topics we’ll cover, I’ve let the girls speak for themselves—they’ll tell you what they think you should know.


Writing The Drama Years took many hours of in-depth, personal one-on-one interviews with more than fifty tweens, teens, and adults, collecting anecdotes, thoughts, opinions, and suggestions for how girls felt the adults in their lives helped, or could have helped more. (Names of the girls interviewed and some others have been changed.)


These girls are from all over the country, from New York City to small southern towns, from Florida to Washington State. They’re a diverse group, but their experiences are remarkably similar—often girls in completely different locations would offer the same idea—giving a realistic, big picture view of what it’s like to be a middle school girl today. (To be interviewed for The Drama Years, a middle school girl only had to fit the age requirement—eleven through thirteen, or grades 6 through 8—and to have her parents’ permission.)


Their anecdotes and questions are incredibly insightful, often funny, and sometimes heartbreaking. Think of their experiences as a chance to (safely) eavesdrop on the tween girl in your life. If you sense your daughter isn’t telling you everything anymore, here’s your chance to find out what might be going on for her—these girls aren’t shy about revealing their experiences!


Not everything you read will surprise you, and The Drama Years doesn’t encompass everything that girls today are facing. For the purposes of this book, I’ve mostly stuck to day-to-day struggles—the emotional, social, and psychological realities that underlie your, “How was school today?” conversations. (I leave the extremely serious topics, like eating disorders, abuse, and addiction, to those trained in dealing with them. At the back of the book, you’ll find a list of resources for not only the subjects covered in The Drama Years but those I don’t cover as well.)


These are real girls facing real issues. You might not be shocked by their stories, but I hope you’ll gain some insight from their emotional (and sometimes brutal) honesty, and that their thoughts will help you better relate to the middle schooler in your life. I hope you’ll see your daughter and her friends reflected in these girls, and you’ll finish The Drama Years feeling more compassion and a greater understanding for what she’s going through. Sometimes all it takes is hearing another eleven-year-old tell her story to help you better realize why your eleven-year-old is stressed, or sad, or angry.


Since The Drama Years relies on a large community of voices, you won’t find definite answers for how to deal with specific situations. Instead, the experts—high school or early-college-age girls who’ve just been there—offer their advice. In the “High Schoolers Look Back” boxes, they reflect on what they experienced in middle school, what they wished their parents had done to help, and what their parents did do that they respected and valued. In “Just-Been-There Advice,” the high schoolers offer suggestions to adults (and to the middle schoolers themselves, for parents to share with their girls). And in “High Schoolers Decode,” they interpret middle schoolers’ behavior for adults. These high school girls are all part of the huge, nationwide community of Girl Talk Leaders, so they’ve already had valuable experience serving as a role model to middle school girls and have led younger girls in discussions about these topics. You can trust their voices. These are the girls you’ll want to learn from, since they’re the ones who are passionate about helping their younger peers. (And although they’re only a few years older—some are just a year away from the middle school girls we quote—that leap from middle school to high school is monumental in terms of maturity and experience.) The older mentors show that these tweens are not alone in how they feel; they also decode some middle school behavior for you and share how their parents helped, or didn’t, as they navigated these same issues.


In each chapter, you’ll notice a pattern: after defining the issue from the tweens’ perspective, I’ll go more deeply into the reasons that these things—body image worries, friend drama—affect girls as much as they do, especially during middle school. Then I’ll discuss what adults can do to help the girls in their lives deal with these problems. (I’ll offer activities and exercises for you to implement with your tween; you’ll see those in the “Try This” boxes.) You’ll read more about my own experiences throughout, and you’ll see why I’m convinced that there are three overall keys to raising a grounded, stable, and happy middle school girl—three things you can implement in her life today that will prove to be transformative.


I hope that The Drama Years will help anyone who lives or works with middle school girls understand and empathize with what it’s like to be a tween girl today. But in writing the book, I have an even bigger hope—a secret mission, so to speak.


About five years ago, after a meeting with one of Girl Talk’s biggest supporters, Atlanta philanthropist Ron Bell, I asked Ron why he’d chosen Girl Talk to support. “Because women are influencers,” he answered. If we can reach girls at this age and help them to become strong, smart, kind women, they’ll influence those around them in a positive way. He wasn’t just investing in me, he said; he was investing in all the girls reached by Girl Talk and their future impact on the people around them. “I know the influence my mother’s had on me and those around her, and I see the influence my wife and daughter have on other people,” he said.


That moment stayed with me, because that’s when I realized that my mission wasn’t just to help the girls who are involved with Girl Talk. It’s to help all girls change for the better, for generations to come. I’m convinced that today’s tweens can break the mean girl cycle that’s dramatically worsened over the past few years. Instead of perpetuating drama throughout college and into adult life, I firmly believe that with the help of great mentors, today’s girls can actively choose to develop their own sense of self and not engage in hurtful behavior—to act instead in ways that show respect for themselves and those around them.


By giving you the tools to help empower the tween girls in your life to become more compassionate and understanding young women, this book can plant that seed. After reading The Drama Years, I hope you’ll be able to influence the middle school girl in your life in a positive way, and I hope you’ll know that you’re making an investment in girls everywhere when you do.


Because I witness this kind of transformation happening in the girls I work with every day, I don’t see a generation of kind, respectful women as a far-off dream. If we start turning the tide now, it’ll ultimately become our reality.




CHAPTER ONE
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Staying True to Her


Self-Esteem, Self-Awareness, and Self-Respect


 


“Every girl in this school wants to be someone else.”


—Bridget, thirteen, New Jersey


As a little girl, I loved to dance. I started taking ballet lessons when I was three years old and from then on practiced routines for hours in front of the mirrored wall in our living room. Throughout elementary school, I even gave impromptu performances for my parents and their friends. When a new round of classes began each year, I’d race to the store with my mom to buy a new leotard, skirt, and pair of tights.


When the popular girls in my grade started to exclude me—and when I no longer had my best friend, Maryashley, to talk to—dance became even more essential. For me, it wasn’t just a hobby or a form of exercise; it was my lifeline. I signed up for three classes a week and practiced for two hours a day. When I danced, I went into the zone: I forgot about whatever mean thing had been said to me that day or the weekend sleepover that I hadn’t been invited to. Only a few girls from my school were in those classes, so I didn’t feel as if I was under that same microscope. Plus, all the girls were at different levels of experience, and we were all there because we loved to dance. I wasn’t the best dancer at my studio, but I did feel at home there. I knew what I was doing and felt confident in my abilities.


But sometime around seventh grade, all of this changed. I didn’t try as hard to excel: I was suddenly scared of falling and being perceived as a klutz. They used to place me in the front row during recitals, but now I was put in the middle, or the back, because I wasn’t shining as much during class as I had. And the worst part was that I felt relieved at that change: if I didn’t try to get back on top, then I wouldn’t be in the spotlight.


Now, as an adult, I see what was going on. My insecurity at school among the girls in my grade had touched other parts of my life. I wasn’t trying as hard because I didn’t want to be noticed; I didn’t want to be judged by the girls in my dance class in the same way that my classmates criticized me. There was less pressure, less attention, less drama that way.


That intense self-consciousness held me back—and I know now that it holds back other girls too. Girls who might want to try out for the soccer team or debate club might second-guess that urge out of a fear of being ridiculed or stereotyped.


Many tween girls feel the same way I did: they just want to blend in without attracting attention because they’re so worried they’ll be scrutinized or made fun of. Since everyone’s feeling insecure, it becomes especially easy to criticize others; they’re just hoping to deflect any potential teasing. Middle schoolers are faced with overwhelming changes—biological, hormonal, social, emotional—in a very short period of time, culminating in a perfect storm of self-consciousness. Without knowing how to handle all these new issues, they find it easy to target others in an attempt to stave off that underlying anxiety.


This is why the three years between sixth and eighth grade are an incredibly fragile period, and why it’s vitally important for a girl to have a strong sense of self before she enters middle school. If your tween girl isn’t aware of who she is and what she’s about, she won’t have the confidence to try new things, take risks, or take a stand—no matter what anyone says.


Given all this, it’s understandable why girls so often base their sense of self on how other people see them. What does self-esteem mean? Here’s what our tween girls said:


 


“When I think of self-esteem, I think of if you feel good about yourself, or if you let people tease you. A lot of girls think they’re ugly. They’re so hard on themselves. I think a lot of girls don’t like the way they’re made.”


—Emma, twelve, New Jersey


“Self-esteem is how you see yourself. It has a lot to do with how others see you, and if you take that in or not, and a lot of people do take that in.”


—Kelly, thirteen, New Jersey


Every girl answered with a version of the same idea: that self-esteem is all about what other people think and how that affects her opinion of herself—not how she sees herself regardless of the opinions of others. Most of our girls didn’t feel that they knew their core self, that solid ground of their personality that was exclusively them. They didn’t mention their families, their grades, their love of sports or music or other after-school activities, their connection to their religion, or even their general feelings about who they were on the inside. Instead, their self-esteem depended on where they fell on the social ladder and whether they were victims of teasing (factors that can change daily, even instantly).


If girls’ confidence in middle school is based on how their peers see them at any given moment, then it’s no wonder that it drops drastically during this time when everyone’s social status becomes unstable. It’s something psychologists, researchers, and writers began to tell parents in the mid-1990s, when a host of books about girls’ self-esteem, like Mary Pipher’s Reviving Ophelia and Peggy Orenstein’s Schoolgirls, appeared on bookshelves across the country. These researchers found that girls who were curious, confident, and brimming with enthusiasm and zest for life in grade school often morphed into introverted, insecure middle schoolers. Their test scores dropped, and where they once were the first to answer questions in class, they now hardly raised their hands.


Pamela, mother of a middle school girl, describes watching this transformation in her daughter. “The confidence drop happens overnight,” she says. “A lot of it has to do with this expectation of how they’re supposed to act. Over the summer, so many of her friends were getting ready for middle school, changing everything about themselves. When she started school, it was like you could almost watch her shoulders hunching, her head drop down. She wasn’t a victim of bullying, but it wasn’t safe, like elementary school.”


Why does this happen? Twelve-year-old New Jersey native Emma offers this explanation: “In fourth grade, you don’t think about yourself too much,” she says. But in sixth grade, girls do think about themselves … all the time. And the comparisons start in earnest; they’re wondering, Am I pretty enough, smart enough, cool enough—for my friends, for the popular group, for the guys? Rebecca, a thirteen-year-old Texan, is brutally honest about how her insecurities drive her to think about whether she needs to somehow “fix” herself to be accepted: “I’d like to know how I look through other people’s eyes,” she says. “Sometimes when I have quiet moments, I start thinking bad things, like, ‘What if I’m not right? What if something is wrong with me? What do I need to do to change myself?’ I’ll make a new playlist on my iTunes to make me feel cooler. I’ll go through my whole room and change everything. I’ll go to the bathroom and give myself a new makeup look.”


Your tween girl’s social sphere now matters a million times more than it did in elementary school. So every decision she makes, no matter how trivial, often needs to pass a peer-approval process, similar to what Rebecca noted. At the same time, the teasing has ramped up—many girls talk about how hard it is to avoid the cruelty from other girls or from guys—so they’re spending a lot of psychic energy just trying to avoid embarrassing comments from their peers (who are, as we mentioned earlier, all too quick to repress and stave off their own insecurity by attacking others). “It’s pretty difficult to keep your self-esteem up,” says Valerie, a twelve-year-old in Michigan. “Just the other day a boy in my class told me I was ugly, right to my face.”


What’s the major way that girls try to deal with these pressures? From what they tell us—and it’s something every parent or teacher of tween girls knows—they’ll do it by conforming and trying to fit in. But that’s not a process girls are blindly going through. They’re not just trying to instantaneously morph into an Everygirl who can magically avoid all teasing and who will always win the support of her peers. They know they’re changing to please others, and not everyone’s okay with that. For many of them, it’s a supremely uncomfortable line to walk, but they’re not sure what to do instead. Charlotte and Emma are walking that exact tightrope—they’re torn between wanting to be true to themselves and wanting to fit in with their classmates:


 


“It’s hard to just be myself. I don’t want to fit in 100 percent and end up wearing what everyone is wearing, but I don’t want to stand out a lot of the time, because then you’ll feel weird for being totally different.”


—Charlotte, twelve, California


“When I first got to middle school, my friends and I split up, because they started wearing makeup, and I wasn’t wearing makeup yet. When I was twelve, my mom let me wear makeup, and people started liking me. I didn’t feel like myself, but I made more friends. I was acting fake, but it helped me through the first half of my middle school year. I wish that I could relax and be completely myself. I want people to like me for who I am—but at the same time, I don’t want to get made fun of.”


—Emma, twelve, New Jersey


The girl who stays true to herself through it all, who can do exactly what she wants to do, whether it’s socially acceptable or not, is rare, says Kris, a middle school counselor. “It all depends on the girl: The more power she thinks she has, the more she can do what she wants. If she feels confident enough to say, ‘I’m done with dance class because I really want to play ultimate Frisbee,’ it would be an interesting move. But it would really depend on the rest of her friends deciding together, ‘Is that the cool thing to do, or should we ostracize her?’”


When I started middle school, I wasn’t the strong kind of girl that Kris describes. Thanks to the intensity of that assumed spotlight, that feeling that everyone was watching and judging me, I transformed from an ultraconfident opinionated fifth grader to a quiet wallflower. And that change was all about the others around me—just like in dance class. I wanted the approval of the popular girls, but without pandering to or sucking up to them, so I just tried to get by unnoticed. I wanted to be a cheerleader, but I was too scared that I’d mess up the tumbling to try out. I wanted to run for student council, but I was worried that someone would say, “I can’t believe she thinks she can win.” I turned inward in order to stay under the radar—to not shine because I didn’t want to give other girls more reason to talk about me. I knew my fear was holding me back. But at the time, it felt like a matter of social survival.
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