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Raising self-confident daughters
despite society’'s mixed messages

BY AMY HENRY

"I SUCK AT VIOLIN,” myss-year-
old daughter says as we drive home
from a summer msic workshop

“How can you say that”" | snap, I'm
startied and dismayed—her trashing
of herself has become all oo famil-
jar. "You were concertmistress of the
school orchestra last vear!”

She rolls her eyes bt grodgingly ups
her self-assessment. “OK. I'm average”

We continue to debate her ability,
our tempers mounting, until 1 break
down and confess. “1 hate it when you
sell yourself shoct. Women are always
doing that, and their lives end up so
much Jess focit”

As we drive on in slence, | wonder
how it is that, in an era of fermale
oppoctunity and empowerment, my
braght, capable daughter fecls she can
not claim her due
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THE PRESSURE TO MEET
CONFLICTING EXPECTATIONS
Later, while mulching my gacden, | ponder
the Mstory that fecled my outburnst Raived on
s Set of tradeional ferminingy —act nke e
polite. dow't toot yosr ows korn—| came of age
in the wake of the feminist moversent of the
carly wpron. Owernight, the image of Lesve It 1o
Beaver's Jane Cleaver —the shghtly befuddled
mom of 1508 TV who was eternally defererniad
10 ber hasband. Ward, sad “the bon"—gave
way 10 the New Woman, poseer-ssited and
wiclding a briefcase of dazzing Meas. MHer ideas
Bat whete was the instruction masual for tha
aew moded of womandood? | had amditicn,
But 20 due how 10 act on It nscely. | was peoud
of my grades, bet bebeved it wan for others 8o
prame me. Politely. | waned for those others to
recogaiae and necture my pifts, but helr praise
never materiakined. As | walted, my anger rose
and my confidence fell
1 cherish the notion
that my daugher, boen
in a differenst tume, will
escape such paindel
inaer conflicts, yet the
evidenoe soggets that
piels 1oday are caughnt
in an increasingly
diz2ying crombfire of
comradxtory demands
Be smart, but not %00
snart. Conguer the
workd, but don't tremn
pet your acoompiinh -
ments. Compete. but
do it while dressed
& wardrobe Cameron
Dhaz would esvy. Asd
whatever happens. for
heaven’s sske, dow’t sar
“Girls are beng given
the message “You can
be anything you want
to bel” says Courtney Macavinta, co-sather
{with Andees Viaader Muym) of Regpect: A Gl
Goide 30 Getning Respect and Dealing When Yowr
Live Iy Croced (Free Spure Pubdshing, 3004),
and Sounder of Respectx com, 3 popular advice
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Hie Sor teens. parents, and sdvocstes for girks
Az the same time, they've being told. “Yeu have to
pockage yoursel! as an oblect of desive ™
Packaging onesell as an object of dexre s the
Srxt e that this brave new world our dsughters
face rernsiva in the dhadow of old serectypes
Watching vy deughter and her friends straighom,
curl, snd color thewr hair, seeking the Jook that wll
starmp them s “hot” I'm reminded of deepless
mights, ey hair solied om Cole carn, desperate to
srnooth the warves that were "sll wroag”
"Tradtional concepes of ferveninity are jsuill]
fumndy rembocced” sy Joyoe Roche, president and
CRO of Girls Incorporsted. And there's more &
weake than She sexture or oot of one’s haie. Sockety
Cofrtinees to tell givh to speak sodtdy 3nd not o
beag abost their sccorsplisherents, Roche sy *
The admonition 10 be thin, beautifed, and self.
efiscing o hardly newn, bet today’s pirls struggle
1o thrive under an urprocedented swaslt from
electronc modia that
iovades every comes
> of thewr lves. Coupled
with coroumner-driven
exhortatinns %0 be poetin
populse, and dressed
10 LR are ssandates for
¥Jetic swccess, straoght
Ax, and acoeptance & Ivy
League schools. Senall
wonder Dhat, in & recent
sarvey conducted foe
Girls Inc, 74 pesornt of
grls in gredes § through
12 reponted that “gieks are
under 3 kot of presaure %o
plesse cveryore™
"I 0 hage pain poine”
Macaviees savs. “Girls
wonder how ey can
Gevelop their internal
assety, thew resourceful-
new, figare out their
valaes and boundasies
Trasting thee gut—it's all in confict with pack-
g themselves”
Roche agrees: “The intense peessure cre-
sted by [thew] expectations takes » 1ol on
piely” conlidence, and on their abilsy
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10 manage streas sad cope with
challenges”

It can feef casier. safer, Dot 00 draw
attention 30 onesel! (What o ) d") and
to defier to others (No one can Nawr
mie.) than to confront D dernands
that three fourths of gicls in prades ¢
through 12 sy often leave them feelng
wremed * When the only acceptabie
POl & perfection, our Saughters may
#0 10 prousd, choosng the path of least

resistance: $hat of Se “good gel’

In Srxt grade, | held my bevath when
the boys talked oot of turs o grew
rorady, and were made 10 stand in the
corner. | could magine nothing more
humilistng, and vowed | woddd never
do arytheng 20 male the teacher mad
I would b 4 Good Gul

Though today's CRlssrooms are
wired Sor Internet accems and Seach
ooy strive 10 avold geader Mereotypes
n their spooch, the Good Girl habn
CONLMLES 10 S1art young and dig deep
Girls stif encounter 3 schoot eaviron-
st 0 which obedint, aoraasertive
Behavior carm them: gold stars and
the teachers approval

“The desive 1o 6t in with peers and
the need for appeoval feom adelts
sppeaes 10 be the deiving force Belund
girh’ stlerapts 10 mold Derraeives
the expectatons of obhers,” says Jovoe
Roche. Mindy Biagham, lead suthor
of e award-wirning Caseer Choloes
curricolum sod authar of Things
Wil Be Dnerenst for My Dsngphter: A
Practical Gasde o Buldny Salf-Extoers
and Sel Reliance (Pergrain, 1994),
aproes. | Wel get resndorced < the pat
o0 the head for bong the good gl
when we it in and doat step ot ™

Tating in” is frighoeningly casy Sor
ANy s 3 sort of left-handed piit
for the developmerntal edge they enjow

over boyn. On awerage, pirls talk, cours,

of Deharvons

atd read earber than bovs d0.* and

they exhubie greates sel-dlucipline
making them “nataraly” ot boing

the sort of modd stodent sought dy
teachers Stroggiing to control 2 class
PO, I tarn, 3 feacher s poxae can
srengthen a gl sere of s, maling
£ soces Nghdy desiable 10 adoget & et
wating to be calied on
oliowing disections without question—
that “rewaed” 2 gl in the moment bt
pose poobiiermns as she mutares. The

Aty 10 low Srecuons., as | disoow
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voed 2 w2y Late Seema, poovides evo
comfoet when the thing & gl seeks
digect 8 her o e

There are peroerved poer rewards,
200, for the girl who plays down ber
sty and abdities in an attempe WO
fatter other girls. hogang 5o win their
woroval and rendchip. Hanging
around the food court at the mal, nry
vans beret 0o the throngs of peeteen
and seen pirks, | was tramsporsed back
Secades by what | overheard: “1 wish
1 had your thighs. Mize look ke tree
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The power of
the drive to
be thin
cannot be
overstated,
in Hims, Tv,
and teen
fashion
magazines,
Thin = Sexy
And "sexy”
1$ sold as the
ultimate am
of female
axistence—
the srasistible
sifen song
that lures
boys and
promises
mnsiant
populanty

trunks” “You're the best sprinter on the track
seam. It takes row 2 yeae 80 run a milke”

Bingham calls this the “sin't & awfel” line of
communication. “It's 3 way to gve 3 compli-
seest, bet it involves putting yourself down,”
she eaplains. "Self-eflacement bocomes wo
engraved. the giel doesnt readize she's taking
the second position”

I recently becamse encomiortably sware of
the truth of Bingdam's woeds when & friead
remarked. “You're 5o onganized. | can never get
mysell sogether” and | responded, "But you're
abways relaxed. and U'm ridiouliously deiven” That
whis sort of self-effacing exchange has become
refleve underscores the dark comviction learned
n adolescence: for a girl to have friends, she must

ppearance or abilties.
there are other gieks
just wating 0o put her
In “her place” with
withering comument
or. worse, unkond
possip from which
she's excloded bas s
intended to owerhear

[S—

THE RELATIONSHIP TRAP

The sepremely high value girks tend to place
on relationships doesnt end with self - dis-
paraging comments about “thighs like tree

W mothering « war - Junt 7000

trunks™ It can seniousdy impact their sense of
sutomomy. Dee Moveno (not her real name),
2 small-business owner i Boulder. Colorado,
expresses Ssmay at how often the need to
conform 1o “the pack” has kepe her dweghrer,
00w 18, from pursang what she esjoys. "She's
 great skier, but she wouldn't join the ski club
because none of her friends were i it Moceno
says. Her daughter also quit acting, » passion
since clementary school, because “noane of her
friceds were interented”

As mothens, we can tally what oor daughtens
don’t pet coust: the cumsulative loss of talents
endeveloped, skils unlearned, and Bterests
sbandoned as we cast curseives in a dhape we
could shage with others. “My friends save me” my
daughter savs. | tell

ber that's wonder-

fal. bat from my

depeived of the
Opportuniy to
give full voice o
it aspintions
sad exploce theis
dresca”

That pressere intenafies when boys enter
the picture. Girls’ woeries about sppearance
are as great in high school & thels concern
for schievement and grades.* According to
the Girls Inc. survey, 84 percent of girks said
they foel encemeous pressuce 1o dress the right
way ™ Almost no ome feels thin enough. For Hsa
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Eatant populanty

A preccoupation with the batBheroom scale s
ol scenething our davghters mrvertod. My maoh
et dervel! obhsessed with thizness Nagped e
without mercy the year | gamned weight, believing
the was dotng me 2 fvor | vowed sever o d
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pushed by & salesman becomes a culture which
giris freely suppoct™

Further confusing the issue for our dasgh-
ters are the convelations of corporate mar-
keting. The Dove Campaign for Real Beauty
has released a video, Ondanght, that looks at
sexualized images of womwen used to promote
beaaty products. It ends with the message,
“Takk to your daughter befoce the beauty indus-
try does” The problem, reports the Campaign
for a Commercal-Free Childhood, is that
Unilever, which owns Dove, also produces Axe,
2 line of male grocesing products marketed to
bays o the Internet, MTV, and In peint via a
scantilly clad. all-girl singing group, the Bom
Chicka Wah Wahs.* The Wah Wahs' message
is clear: "Use Axe prodiacts and we'll give you
our Sodiex” To be o not to be an object—that
is the question our daughters must sort owut,
often with little more to go on than their own

conflicting desires for selfhood and popularity.

RESPONDING TO

HER NEGATIVE TALK

Few things have aroused moce pain i my heart
than hearing my daughter trash herself In her
negative self-talk, [ hear pey own adolescent
uncertainty: fear of not measaring up to the
expectations of others, the sense of needing
someone clse’s permission to act, an almost crip-
pling desire for approval, Bet beneath it &, an
angry whamger that is small but persistent: This &
mey life. 1 long to console hey, tell her she's smart,
funny. tallented - but | know, as a mother and a
daughter, the futiity of trying to argue against 3
@irs negative self-assessment. “Sometimes.” says
Fisa Dixler, "TH say to my daughrer, | won't let
you talk about yourself that way! | wouldn't bet
soensone else talk that way about you, so why
should | 52 back while you talk that way about
you? That gets 3 serle, but that's it”

We can't talk our daughrers ot of their poor
self-eseem, says Mindy Bingham. We can only
try to get them to talk themselves info a moce
realiatic and positive sell-evaluation. She sug-
pests responding Lo negative comments with
a question. “Try saying, ‘Oh, that’s imteresting.
Tell me why you think that™ Under scrutiny,

a girTs Barsh self-judgment often evapocates

for lack of evidence. That's when the teach-
able moment occurs. “Then you can point out.
‘Maybe you're saying “I'm no good” because
vou think that's what people want to heat”
Bangham wys.

It can be hard to dize back the temptation
to contradict a girl’s self-trashing, but experts
agree that it’s healthier to hear her out. “If a girl
speaks about berself negatively, do not simgly
brunhy aside the comment,” Joyce Roche advises.
"Ask to keow more about how she feels”

“It’s all in your head” my mother used to
say when | grumbled abost gossigy girls and
wnfair teachers. But girls’ segative feelings
often spring from real-life expersences that
they inzerpeet as accurate feedback about thesr
abilities and worth.

Julte Shannan, deputy director of Girlstart,
an Austin, Texas-based organization devoted
o empowering giels in math, science, and
techaology, ctes an example comvmon In
classrooms * “Boys are generally more confi-
dent about trying something before they have
it Sigured owt, and gicls tend to ot want to
‘mess up’ but wait o try something until they
have the right answer. Boys get rewarded by
haviag the chance to show off their knowledge,
and guls often get overlooked because they
might be afraid to be wrong.” Shannan says. "At
Girlitast we show gurls that taking a risk, even
if 2 doesa’t lead to the ‘right answer! is all part
of exploring math, science, and technology”
Girls meed someone to take their frustration
seriously. They also need to be rewarded for
being inteliggent risk-takers. "Parents can sup-
part girls by helping them resist the pressure to
‘play small” Roche adds.

Adbusters’ Paul Cooper believes that con.
text in critical i discussing sensitive issoes.
"Challeagieg the influence of advertising Is an
indirect method of getting at the issae” he sy,
“When you talk about an obpective media maue
rather thas getting into a persomal, peychoana-
Ivtical conversstion [about self esteem), you're
Jess likely to hit that wall of awkwardness”

COMING INTO HER OWN

Finding the confidence and courage to speak from
my own, true coce consamned decades of my life. |

“Challenging
the influence
of advertising
1S an indirect
method of
getung at
the issue.
When you
talk about

an objective
media issue
rather than
getting into
a personal,
psycho-
analytical
conversanen
[about
self-esteem),
you're less
likely to hit
that wall of
awkwardness.”

Adousiers’
Paut Coopar
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Macavinta serves as an “ambassadios” www
girigforachange.org); or Expanding Your Horizons
(www.expandingyourhorizons.org), a mational
mach and sclence peogram for middie-school girls
(endorsed by Girlstart). In such settings there are
no boys to seal their thander and with the sup.
poct of peers and adulks, giels discover that they
“can do” says Roche. Sucoess breeds confidence
With each achseverment, it becomses harder for a
girl to watain & negative self-image, and easier to
hed the moed for medla-imposed packaging and
bsten to her troe gut, as Macavinta puts &

I maidiife, | have come 1o honor my sathen-
the voice, 1 80 longer sell myyself short. | have 2
framework for sifting what | owe myself from
what | owe others. | just wish it hadnY taken 30
long to get here,

Listening 10 sy dssghter rehearse for an
upcoming audition, playing her violin with a «kill
and sensitivity that represent years of committed
work, [ hope that, whatever the outcome,
she will be able 1o
appeeciate her peog:
ress, bask in her Jove
of music, and believe
she has the right to be
peoud. And | hope that
peide includes a litthe

beagpng.
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