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The
EVERYTHING®
Tween Book 

Dear Reader: 

Ever y stage of childhood is special in its own way, but tweens are my hands-down favorite. While working with youngsters in my psychology practice, teaching in the United States and abroad, and foster-mothering, tweens shared their personal joys, secret sorrows, and favorite knock-knock jokes. I learned about their fears of the dark and family breakups, their victories over spelling tests and bullies, and their delight over Valentines, video games, and summer vacations. Mostly, they taught me that while it is often fun being a tween, it is not always easy.

It’s not always easy parenting a tween, either. It can be hard to remember that beneath the know-it-all attitude, despite the grown-up clothes, and under the pink-and-blue hair your child simply wishes to be successful in school, liked on the playground, and affirmed by you.

Although it is very hard to limit your child’s exposure to the images and ideas streaming into your living room from the larger society, it is important to contain destructive electronic influences with the same zeal that you approach destructive human ones. Given the stress and pressure of modern life, it can be especially hard to refrain from nagging and criticizing to keep your tween on track, but it is imperative to avoid negative methods of disciplining. The memories your child gleans from these special years will last a lifetime. Do what you can to make them good ones!
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Top Ten Tips to Help You
Understand Your Tween 

1. Tweens truly appreciate all-or-nothing logic; they see the world in black and white and have great difficulty discerning shades of gray.

2. Tweens don’t always like to talk and may express themselves more readily via actions.

3. Peer pressure is real. To help your tween, keep reminding her that when her peers mature, they’ll be more tolerant of differences, but don't dismiss her efforts to fit in.

4. It's normal for tween boys to be rowdy and aggressive; you need to provide them with physical activities that can serve as an outlet for their energy.

5. Even though your tween may post a “Keep Out” sign on her door, she still needs your love and guidance; the sign is her way of trying to establish boundaries between herself and the outside world.

6. Tweens do need rules and discipline, but make sure you are fair and consistent. Allowing your tween to break the rules will send him a message that rules are meant to be broken.

7. To remain close with your tween, you need to spend time together. Take her with you to the grocery store, ask her to help you make dinner, or watch a movie together and then talk about it.

8. If your tween is suddenly not doing well in school, don’t assume he’s slow. He may be having problems with his teacher or classmates, or he may simply be uninterested, and he needs your help in resolving these issues.

9. If your tween never cleans up her room, no matter how many times you remind her, it may be that she doesn’t know where to start or how to go about it. To teach her, break down the process into small steps and check her progress along the way.

10. The best guide to how much your child needs to eat is his appetite, but boredom, anxiety, stress, and depression can trigger or suppress it. Help him sort out the differences and learn how to avoid unhealthy eating habits.


Introduction 

[image: Il_9781580628709_ps_0012_001]PSYCHOLOGISTS AND CHILD DEVELOPMENT EXPERTS have traditionally viewed the tween stage (from age eight to thirteen) as hardly worthy of consideration. In fact, they haven’t even bothered to name it. Since this “in-between” time occurs after the early childhood developmental whirlwind and before the maelstrom of adolescence, it is perhaps understandable that this period is so easy for professionals to overlook. Despite the dramatic physical changes that transform tweens into biological adults in a few short years, experts have maintained that development in other areas slows to a snail’s pace. Parents know that nothing could be further from the truth, and professionals are beginning to agree.

Tweens’ intellectual and academic development is central in determining whether they will eventually drop out of high school at age sixteen or graduate from an Ivy League college. The kind of social savvy youngsters develop during this stage will affect how well they function in one-on-one relationships and in groups for many years to come. Moreover, the values they acquire during these five short years will go a long way toward defining the kinds of struggles they will endure during adolescence, and how they resolve them. Change is always possible, but the fundamental character children develop during this critical period is likely to last a lifetime.

Now especially, it is imperative for adults to consider how to usher this historically neglected group through the difficult period of being a tween. Although some modern tweens enjoy the protected, carefree childhoods that generations past remember with such fondness, most youngsters now face the same thorny issues once reserved for older adolescents. The schoolyard bully who once attacked victims with flailing fists may now be toting a gun. Family battles over makeup and clothing that used to begin as the tween years drew to a close now may become a source of family friction shortly after age eight. Worries about stranger danger cause many parents to confine their tweens to the safety of the house, depriving them of the exercise and unstructured social contact they need for optimal health and happiness.

Not only do modern tweens have to face more difficult issues and cope with more complex situations than youngsters from generations past, they receive a lot less help and guidance. Increasing numbers of households lack a stay-at-home parent and a network of extended family members living nearby; teachers are overburdened, and most neighbors are strangers. As a result, tweens receive far less adult supervision, nurturing, and support than in days gone by.

While working parents make great sacrifices to locate quality care for their toddlers, and while they exercise care in structuring teenagers’ spare hours to minimize the time they spend unsupervised, millions of latchkey tweens return to an empty house three or more days per week. Too many wander aimlessly through the empty rooms until someone comes home, tells them what to do, and walks them through the initial steps to help them get started.

Parents are increasingly aware of the pressures tweens face and are trying harder to understand their personal struggles, but advice about how to help them through the challenges they encounter can be hard to come by. Most parenting books focus on ways to strengthen youngsters for the difficult teenage years ahead, but the best way to prepare children for adolescence is to help them to flourish as tweens. If youngsters enter the teenage years with a solid set of values, good social skills, a love of learning, healthy self-esteem, and warm family relationships, they are in a better position to get through their teenage years without falling victim to the serious problems that undermine the happiness and well-being of so many young people.

This book guides parents through the interior landscape of the tween mind. It reveals what tweens are doing and learning in the classrooms, playgrounds, and soccer fields where they spend their days, and provides the tools for guiding these special little people through a highly complex stage of life. [image: Il_9781580628709_ps_0013_001]
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Chapter 1
Meet the Tweens

Tweens are a mass of contradictions. Even as their bodies are maturing in preparation to create other human beings, they can have temper tantrums worthy of a two-year-old, sleep with stuffed animals, and need Mom to remind them to wash their ears when they take a bath. It’s a hard age to comprehend—but it’s also a wonderful one.

Inside the Mind of a Tween

Tweens see the world in black and white and have great difficulty discerning shades of gray. Accordingly, they consider people nice or mean, situations fair or not, and can easily categorize almost everything else in the world under the headings of “good” and “bad.” They are not rigid, however, because they change their minds at the drop of a hat and have no problem deciding that someone they previously regarded as nice is really mean, or that something that they thought was terribly unfair is really just, after all.

Accordingly, their opinions can change dramatically from moment to moment and day to day. Parents are often mystified by what they see as their child’s wild mood changes, but often the changes have little to do with emotion and everything to do with calm, rational tween logic. When the “bad” kid who has been a long-term enemy does something nice, he can instantly become a “great” person, while the long-term best friend can just as suddenly be consigned to the category of a complete “loser.”

[image: 9781580628709_ps_0026_001]

Your child may no longer scream, “I hate you!” during a fit of temper as she did during the toddler years, but as the parent of a tween, you are likely to notice that you can be transformed from the greatest mom or dad in the world to the meanest ogre on the planet in the blink of an eye.

All-or-Nothing Logic 

Only with great difficulty do tweens grasp that an idea can be partially true and partially false at the same time. Holding the tension of opposites is a painful endeavor, and if a contradiction is pointed out to them, they literally wiggle with discomfort before shrugging the problem off. For instance, ask your tween how a teacher can be a total creep given that he did something very nice, and you’re likely to get a vague “He’s okay, I guess” answer. Tweens can verbally acknowledge the existence of “sort of,” “somewhat,” and “sometimes,” but what they really mean is, “I don’t know, but I’ll agree with anything so we can get onto a subject I can make sense of.” The notion that people can be nice in some ways and mean in others, or that fairness and goodness depend on the situation, seems constantly to slip from their mental grasp.

The Black Cat Phenomenon 

Tweens have a strong superstitious streak. They may conceal it from adults and peers if they sense disapproval, but it colors their thinking. Young tweens may laugh to think that little kids actually believe all that foolishness about the tooth fairy and the Easter bunny, while remaining convinced that St. Nicholas and Rudolph, in fact, have a workshop at the North Pole. A nine-year-old’s proof positive was, “He brought me a pogo stick for Christmas. My mom never could have afforded that.”

At age eight, tweens may be afraid to go home after stepping on a crack for fear they will indeed find that their mother has been carted off to the hospital. At age twelve, girls recite incantations to conjure Mad Mary at slumber parties and are terrified for weeks afterward because they glimpsed the bloody murderess herself in a friend’s bedroom mirror. Meanwhile, boys spout facts about aliens and life on other planets. Both boys and girls worry about walking under a ladder, allowing a black cat to cross their path, and having to endure seven years of bad luck after breaking a mirror.

[image: 9781580628709_ps_0020_001]

Part of the magic of childhood is the belief in magic itself. If you feel compelled to get your tween to stick to hard facts and cold logic, buy her a magic kit. That way, she can at least trade the fun of believing in magic for being a magic maker.

Thoughts Set in Stone 

By teen and adult standards, even the brightest tweens are extremely concrete in their thinking. They have a marked tendency to be very literal, which may partly explain why puns so delight them. The idea that the same word can have two meanings that have nothing to do with each other fascinates them, so the joke, “What’s black and white and red all over? A newspaper!” strikes them as hilarious.

The fact that tweens are so literal and concrete creates endless conflicts with parents who have a hard time comprehending that a child who is sprouting hair on his legs can’t readily generalize and think abstractly. When you find the floor of your child’s closet strewn with moldy banana peels and pluck stinky socks from under his bed two seconds after he swore he cleaned his room, don’t assume he was trying to put something over you. Out of sight is out of mind for this age group. Plus, the big unanswered question that lurks in every tween’s mind is, “What’s a few old banana peels and stinky socks under the bed got to do with clean?”

Do your duty and explain it because your tween needs to know about cleanliness and hygiene. But don’t be upset the next time you find apple cores in his desk drawer and underwear stuffed under the bed. During your last discussion you said bananas and socks, not apple cores and underwear. You should have said fruit and clothing if that’s what you meant! Because you feel frustrated and angry, don’t assume your tween was trying to make you feel that way! He is still young, doesn’t think like you do, and has lots to learn.

The Silent Years 

Tweens tend not to reveal much about themselves in conversation, and their standard replies to questions are often shrugs, vague nods, and uncertain shakes of the head, interspersed with withering glances and sassy retorts or the ever-mystifying “Whatever.” The latter basically means they don’t like the direction the discussion has taken and want it to end ASAP.

Women are particularly likely to use words to pull people closer, and the lack of meaningful conversation can make a mother feel that her child doesn’t like her. If tweens could be moved to give an opinion on the subject, the vast majority would say, “Not!” In fact, while they may occasionally confide in a friend that they dislike being subjected to certain rules, most tweens are extremely protective of their parents. Like Americans who complain about the U.S. government but become defensive if a foreigner points out a single minor flaw, tweens feel defensive if anyone dares to imply anything negative about their family.

Although little chatterboxes typically grow silent during the tween years, tweens do express themselves as much as they did during early childhood and will undoubtedly do so as teenagers. The difference is that tweens more readily express themselves via actions rather than words.

Interacting with Tweens 

The lack of words may make you feel as though you are losing touch with your child, but the truth is more likely to be that your child has lost touch with herself. Most tweens are too busy looking outward and experiencing the moment to ponder what is happening inside of them and assess their reactions. They are too busy living life to think too much about it. Hence, when you ask your tween how she feels about something, don’t assume she’s holding out on you when she gives you the standard “I dunno” response. She probably doesn’t know. Moreover, she probably doesn’t care to know. Most tweens work very hard to avoid feelings.
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It’s good to keep asking tweens how they feel about things and suggest some possibilities, such as “maybe that hurt your feelings” or “I bet that made you mad,” but don’t expect a quick response, and don’t feel rejected if none is forthcoming. It’s hard for tweens, especially boys, to identify and express their emotions.

When adults confront tweens with their misdeeds or omissions and seek to convince them of the error of their ways, conversations usually follow a predictable course. While upset parents and teachers deliver longwinded lectures, plead, and interrogate young criminals to get them to “fess up, shape up, and fly right,” the tween side of the conversation is likely to go like this: “No, I didn’t do it. Okay, yeah, I did. Yeah—I mean no—I don’t know why I did it. Yeah—I mean, um, no, I didn’t mean to. I dunno—I guess I just forgot. I dunno. I dunno. I dunno. Okay, yeah, I promise. Okay: I promise that from now on I will. . . . Could you say it again ’cause I forgot? Well, you could maybe ground me/take away the TV/take away my allowance/spank me? No—I dunno/sure/maybe that would help.”

It’s no wonder tweens find confrontations with peers far easier to manage. When an outraged peer points out a faux pas and yells, “You idiot!” or whatever put-down is in vogue, the tween who has been accused can simply roll his eyes at the accuser and exclaim, “Whatever!” before walking on. Yet the peer has driven home the very same message the parent spent an hour trying to get across: The tween has committed some sort of no-no, and somebody is mad about it.

Exactly what the crime of the moment consists of doesn’t much matter; tweens cannot in good conscience promise to mend their ways, because they may well commit the very same crime in the future. They may feel horrendously guilty, but guilt may not stop them from making the same mistake again. When adults force promises that the same problem will never again occur, tweens will, of course, agree. And when they break that promise, it doesn’t mean they told a lie! At the moment they gave their word, they meant it. They are sorry for messing up again, and they will be sorry the next time, too.

Of course you should talk to your tween, discuss problems, and you certainly should not resort to childish behavior by name-calling or using derogatory labels. Being called an idiot by an adult has terrible implications, since adults are thought to know the truth about who the idiots of the world really are. Be aware that raising your voice and demanding answers aren’t effective ways to get your tween to open up and explain herself. In fact, many of your questions may remain unanswered for years. The challenge is to keep the lines of communication open so that your tween will talk when he needs to.

Looking for Authority 

Tweens separate truth from fiction by analyzing the source of information, and in the process they may end up crediting particular people, books, or movies with truth, knowledge, and wisdom that are as vast as they are undeserved. They have a propensity to accept everything they hear and read as God’s own truth. Early in the tween years, most youngsters assume their parents to be the experts on every subject. Next, they believe their teachers to possess all wisdom and knowledge. Later, admired peers become the fountains of perfect truth.
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Don’t denigrate the outlandish “facts” your tween reports or disparage his ideas or sources of information. That will erode his trust in his teachers and eventually his trust in you. Share your own views and sources without criticizing your child’s ideas or where they came from.

For instance, a third grader can easily decide that his arithmetic teacher knows all about long division and that his parent isn’t doing the problems correctly, despite the fact that the parent holds a Ph.D. in math and teaches it at a university. A fourth grader can believe that her soccer coach knows the one correct way to fry hamburgers and that an admired peer has all the facts about God and dinosaurs. The book or movie that reports sightings of alien spaceships in New Mexico, of course, gives the straight scoop about life on Mars. By junior high, if a friend does something a certain way, that is the one right way to do it.

The parent who questions such esteemed sources of information is likely to be met with disbelief or hostility. However, after giving the matter some thought, a tween may decide her parent is the expert on this or that particular subject after all and the other person knows nothing. In truth, mothers remain heroines for girls and fathers retain their heroic status for boys throughout the tween years.

The Emotional Years 

Tweens’ sudden bouts of intense emotion can make them seem unpredictable, and many parents insist that their tween is moodier than a teenager. Despite the widespread belief that hormones drive the drama, a relationship between testosterone and behavior has not been established for this age group.

When typically placid youngsters become emotional and chronically edgy ones explode, they are as likely to be reacting to an offense or injustice from long ago that flitted across their minds and has made them cranky as to something that is happening now. Parents may think that an issue must be of earth-shattering importance to have triggered such a dramatic reaction, and many lose sleep worrying about how to help. Yet if they broach the subject an hour, a day, or a week later, they are likely to learn that their tween now considers it inconsequential and is actually put out that a parent wants to revisit territory that no longer concerns her. 

The Testosterone Myth 

Although toddler boys are more aggressive than toddler girls, the testosterone levels of the two groups are indistinguishable. At age eight, boys’ testosterone levels are approximately five times that of boys entering puberty. Studies comparing extremely aggressive institutionalized boys with normal ones have failed to detect significant differences in their testosterone levels.

Actually, an increase in a boy’s testosterone level is the result of certain intense emotions, not the cause. Boys’ testosterone levels increase after they have a “successful dominance experience,” which can include winning a game or having the team they were rooting for emerge victorious. It can also include conquering something difficult, such as doing well on a task or bullying other children. Being dominated by someone else causes testosterone to decrease.
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Rather than assuming your tween’s anger will diminish and he will return to an even keel when he gets through puberty, you need to help him learn to manage his negative emotions productively. Your child must be taught how to control his temper and manage his anger to succeed at school, a job, and life.

The combination of immaturity and social pressures are probably more important than hormones in explaining why older tweens are so emotional. The age at which the roller coaster begins seems to parallel the age at which young people become seriously interested in members of the opposite sex—which, surprisingly, is driven by convention, not pubescence. The age for escalating mood swings and interest in dating has dropped farther over the last century than the average age for entering puberty. In cultures where love liaisons don’t begin until late adolescence, tweens are far more staid than their American counterparts.

Overdramatizing?

Some parents become jaded about their youngster’s tendency to overdramatize, while others worry about the wellspring of unhappiness that gives rise to such emotional intensity and so many outbursts. Bouts of crying and abject despair do not necessarily signal that a tween is struggling under a lingering cloud of misery. Often by the time tweens can talk about a problem, they have processed it to the point that it is no longer an issue for them. You may not hear about the difficulties your tween is dealing with until they are basically resolved. [image: Il_9781580628709_ps_0022_001]
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Chapter 2
Girl Tweens

Girls have a reputation for becoming emotional basket cases halfway through the tween years, traveling from giggles to rage to despair and back at warp speed. Don’t write off your daughter’s careening emotions to hormones. The social pressures with which girls must cope are enough to make the sanest among them act a bit crazy.

Growing Up and Falling Apart

Katlin had been an outspoken, self-confident, somewhat feisty child with a ready smile and some special athletic abilities. Up until seventh grade she had been an outstanding student, active in the church choir and youth group in addition to playing soccer and swimming. Two months into seventh grade, Katlin dropped out of her church activities. A few months later she wanted to drop out of the swim team, too. Since her grades had declined, her mother agreed. Katlin’s grades didn’t improve, however, and she started getting in trouble for being late to school and talking to her friends in class.

At home Katlin began sniping at her mother, declaring her “uncool.” From Katlin’s many derogatory comments about herself, it was apparent that she didn’t consider herself to be cool, either. Her parents, who had divorced when she was eight, agreed to put their personal differences on hold and meet to discuss how to help their daughter.

Her father had read that a good father-daughter relationship was critical for girls’ self-esteem, and believed that Katlin should resume weekend visits at his house. He understood that she disliked her stepmother and didn’t want to be separated from her friends, but he felt that spending more time with him would be helpful to her at this critical stage. Her parents agreed that Katlin needed to be involved in an activity she really cared about, but she had lost interest in her old ones and her mother feared that Katlin would rebel if forced.

Finding a Niche 

What Katlin needed, they decided, was to try something new. Having an activity to look forward to might make her less resistant to spending time at her father’s house. Since Katlin had always been passionately interested in horses and said she wanted to be a veterinarian when she grew up, her father offered to arrange for her to take a riding lesson during her every-other-weekend visits. To encourage Katlin to broaden her horizons beyond the middle-school social scene, her parents decided to see if she could do some volunteer work at the Humane Society or for a local vet.

It was hard to tell exactly what made such a difference, but a few months later pictures of horses lined Katlin’s bedroom walls and she was intent on bringing up her grades in math and science so she could go to college to study veterinary medicine. She invited some of her friends to her dad’s house to spend the weekend so that they could take riding lessons, too. Her mother laughed to see Katlin acting like a haughty super sophisticate one minute and cantering through the yard playing “horses” with her girlfriends the next. The only thing that worried her parents was that Katlin was saving up to buy a horse. They didn’t aspire to keeping that kind of pet in their backyard.

From Girls to Women 

Between the ages of eight and thirteen, girls undergo a mysterious transformation that has long been the source of concern to parents, educators, and psychologists. Even very saucy, self-confident, outspoken second-grade gals are apt to shrivel into shy, insecure shadows of their former selves before they become teenagers.
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No one has as yet found the keys to reviving Ophelia, but perhaps by understanding the forces that conspire to undermine tween girls’ feisty, self-confident selves, you can find ways to help your daughter continue to appreciate those aspects of herself that don’t fit the supermodel and rock star ideal.

Preadolescent girls have a disturbingly predictable pattern of scaling back their far-flung aspirations. They soon convince themselves and everyone else they are not as bright or capable as everyone previously assumed. The downward spiral in grades, especially in math and science, does not seem to be for want of trying or intelligence. No one has found a way to reverse girls’ flagging grades, self-esteem, and goals, but extra doses of encouragement might help support them.

Forming Friendships 

Girls’ fascination with relationships infuses almost all of their activities. Their favorite books are stories about people, and young tweens are often more concerned with how everybody is getting along than with what they are doing. This is in marked contrast to boys, who can argue endlessly and call it fun. Older tween girls work hard to understand their friends’ feelings, actions, and motivations. Still, turning the mirrors on themselves to ponder the whys and wherefores of their own behavior requires complex mental gymnastics they aren’t very adept at performing.

Young Tween Friendships 

Young tweens like to have someone special to serve in the role of best friend, although the person who fills that lofty role may change from day to day. The glue that holds young tween girlfriends together is equal parts shared interests and compatible personalities.

Although your young tween can probably identify which girls in her class are the popular ones, and while she might like to have the top-dog status of an “alpha girl,” she is probably content to belong to the crowd of “gamma girls.” These girls have a number of friends, or perhaps just one or two like-minded friends with whom they are particularly close, and some interests or activities they are quite passionate about. At ages eight and nine, those could be anything from collecting stuffed animals to dancing lessons.
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No youngster is impervious to the attitudes of other children. Continued emotional battering from a sibling or being regularly scapegoated at school can undermine self-esteem. But in general, peer approval for girls age eight to ten is the icing on the cake, not the bread that sustains them.

Although young tweens get their feelings hurt if they are left out at recess or teased on the playground, their main concern is about pleasing their parents and teachers. If a child worries a lot about not making the grade academically or dislikes her looks, personality, or social status, she is likely to be reacting to the disapproval from the adults who matter most to her. Whether parents’ disapproval is overt or covert, real or imagined, their opinions will loom large in how a girl views herself.

Young girls differ in their attitudes toward boys. Little “tomboys” have more athletic interests and prefer boys as companions and playmates. Although such girls may be teased for their boyish ways, they tend to remain more assertive during the older tween years and are less likely to suffer the crisis of confidence that besets girls whose interests are more stereotypically feminine.

However, many young tweens make it clear that they dislike all boys. They don’t take kindly to having their hair pulled or being chased and want nothing whatsoever to do with them. Tween girls may need help to understand that these small torments are how young boys flirt. They benefit from being taught how to protect themselves from unwanted advances by being encouraged to say, “No, don’t do that! I don’t like it!” “If you want to be my friend, you’ve got to stop doing that.” “If you want to play, you must ask me nicely.” Many young tweens have a secret crush on one or more boys, and many have someone they refer to as their boyfriend. Being part of a tween “couple” means they greet each other in the halls and talk during recess. Some more sophisticated couples may hold hands or even see a movie together.

Older Tween Friendships 

Girls become extremely self-conscious during the latter tween years, and most women are emphatic that this constituted the most difficult and unhappy period of their lives. Girls feel as if they are always on stage and the curtain is always up; they find it impossible to believe that others aren’t scrutinizing them as intensely as they scrutinize themselves. They become sensitive to interpersonal criticism to the point that a raised eyebrow from a friend or an unkind word from a peer carrying the coveted title of “popular” can engender tremendous misery. Not being invited to a party or being ignored in the hall can precipitate an agony of self-doubt or even despair.

Many parents, and even some professionals, attribute preadolescent girls’ intense mood swings and emotional fragility to hormones. Since the untoward emotional reactions typically intensify at about age twelve, which is also the average age for entering puberty, it seems reasonable to assume that hormonal changes are indeed responsible. However, at other times in U.S. history, the increased emotionality, self-consciousness, moodiness, and boy craziness didn’t start until long after puberty. Further, not all girls go through a period of instability. In cultures where they do, the timing coincides with the onset of the dating game.

The intense social pressures girls experience are probably largely responsible for their crisis of confidence. Having other interests and receiving consistent infusions of emotional support from their families can help them remember that there is more to life than being part of the incrowd and being liked by boys. However, girls tend to withdraw from activities and easily alienate their parents with their moodiness and irritability, which can make it hard for them to find positive outlets and receive the positive affirmations they need at the time they most need them.
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Concerns with clothes, makeup, and looking sexy are at an all-time high as tweens strive to imitate the teen models and rock stars they so admire. This is no easy task during the time of braces, glasses, awkward conversation, and gangly bodies that tower over the boys.

During the second half of the tween years, fitting in and conforming become all-consuming goals for most youngsters. Being liked by the right boy can assume life-and-death proportions. Even girls who are not yet particularly interested in boys or clothes or makeup may act as though they are. They may feign interest in having a boyfriend while secretly worrying about their failure to develop at the same rate as their friends. If they aren’t as physically developed as their peers, girls are likely to feel as if they are being left behind.

Meanwhile, girls who develop early endure so much teasing and harassment from boys that they suffer, too. It is important to let your daughter know that tween boys become so nervous around a girl who is turning into a woman that they just “lose it.” They focus all of their fears and worries about growing up and becoming men on the girl who is the first to start to look like a woman. Although she probably dislikes her tormentors so much she wouldn’t want to step out of her way to help them, she might consider that by starting to teach them how to treat a woman properly, she’d be doing them and the other girls a service. Assertive comments like “You may think that’s funny, but women take offense at those kinds of comments. The sooner you learn that, the better off you’re going to be” can help drive the message home.

The most important thing is to emphasize that the maltreatment doesn’t signify that something is wrong with her. Reassure her that as the boys mature, they’ll be less threatened by female sexuality. Then they’ll be able to relate to her as a person and appreciate her beautiful body instead of feeling overwhelmed.
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Separating girls and boys for some of their academic subjects results in better class participation and improved grades for both groups. A return to sex-based segregation is politically abhorrent to many adults, but some educators insist that the educational benefits to girls as well as boys are too valuable to dismiss out of hand.

Dating can have more serious implications in the later tween years. Although “going with” someone for three days still qualifies as a long-term relationship in most junior high schools and many first kisses happen during a game of spin the bottle, some couples advance to serious petting. In urban junior high schools, couples may conduct more intense sexual liaisons. It is no longer such a rarity for a twelve-year-old to get pregnant.

Understanding Peer Pressure 

Pressures once reserved for the teenage crowd have also filtered all the way down to some primary-school classrooms. If the trend continues, girls age eight to ten may show the same symptoms of stress and poor self-esteem that older tweens have manifested in recent years. In general, there is still a big difference between the psychology of girls in the eightto-ten and eleven-to-thirteen groups, but the gap is narrowing.

Younger Tweens: It’s Probably Not Peer Pressure 

When your eight-to-ten-year-old wants you to let her do or have something, she may well toss in some statements about what other kids get to do and what other parents give their children in hopes of convincing you. This may be a good moment to stop and reflect on your rules and limits, but if you feel pressured to give in so that your child can go along with the crowd, or if you deliver lectures about the evils of conformity, you have probably misunderstood the issue. Tweens don’t typically become obsessed with fitting in until they are older.

Seeing what peers are getting or doing may well have implanted the seed of desire that has blossomed into longing, but peer pressure doesn’t usually become an issue until later in the tween years. An eight-, nine-, or ten-year-old usually wants to have what her friends have and wants to do what they do because she thinks it would be fun, not because she is trying to fit in. If a school dance is being held and you don’t believe in dances for young tweens on principle, your daughter’s upset probably isn’t from fear that missing out will destroy her socially, although if she’s already a social outcast she might hope to make some friends by attending. Rather, she probably wants to go because a dance sounds like great fun to her. If so, scheduling another activity she considers great fun might overcome her disappointment.

The same principle applies to clothing. Young tweens have difficulty comprehending the subtle differences that make things look too babyish or too old for them. They tend to have more general reactions: A particular outfit is either “pretty” or “yucky.” Of course, fashion taste is dictated by what children are exposed to, so from that standpoint seeing what other tweens and teens wear does have an influence. If your young tween wants an outfit that you consider unfit for someone her age, her statement that “everybody else” gets to wear such clothes is probably an attempt to figure out why you think these particular clothes aren’t appropriate.

This is the time to explain that some people think it’s fine for anyone to wear anything at any age, but you think it would look silly for a threeyear-old to wear stiletto heels, even if the shoes were very pretty, just as it would look silly to see a woman wearing baby clothes! Similarly, although some parents might think this outfit looks fine on anyone because it’s so pretty, to you it looks like it is for older girls and will be appropriate for her in a few years.

Conformity among Older Tweens 

As the tween years progress, peers’ opinions become ever more important. By age twelve, too many girls define their self-worth almost exclusively in terms of what their peers think of them—or in terms of what they think their peers think of them. No matter how much emotional support and reassurance you try to give your daughter at home, you may feel impotent to combat a peer group that seems to be catching her more tightly in its grip with each passing day.

Your daughter may now write off her special talents and strengths as unimportant or even try to hide them unless she is sure of peer approval. If she feels certain that her peers would not approve, she may try to hide differences that have long been a source of pride. Just to fit in, she may forgo loved activities for pastimes she doesn’t like or even believe in. It is common for older tweens to become obsessed with wearing clothes they think would get peer approval.
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Don’t write off your daughter’s emotional swings to puberty. Whether or not hormones are a factor, failing to take her seriously will erode your relationship and cause her to look for support elsewhere. Even if you are certain that hormones are involved, she needs to learn to ride the emotional waves without damaging her relationships by upsetting and alienating others.

It is easy to lecture tweens about the importance of individuality, but only a very exceptional youngster can remain centered in the face of blatant peer cruelty. Students at middle and junior high schools can be vicious. School cultures vary, but in some of the more emotionally taxing ones, many youngsters have proudly walked onto the stage for a talent show and lived to regret it. While doing an admirable job of twirling a baton, dancing a ballet, playing the piano, singing a song, or reciting a poem, they are assaulted by hoots, catcalls, and spit wads. If such mortification isn’t bad enough, the mocking jeers that assail many tweens in the halls at school the next week may convince them that their faux pas was horrendous and will never be forgotten. Close friends may keep their distance for fear that association will sully their own reputations.
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