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Foreword: Herstory in the Making



In classical Greece, the virgin goddess Artemis was the patroness of young girls. Greek girls prayed to Artemis, asking her to delay their menarche. Until a girl had her first period, she was considered to be a wild, untamed female; with the onset of menarche, she would become a woman who could then be subdued by marriage. Because marriage meant childbearing and the high risk of a young mother's death in childbirth, girls feared entering adulthood. As their bodies began to change in their prepubescent years, many experienced intense anxiety and emotional disturbances. Some girls even attempted suicide by hanging themselves.

With the onset of puberty, Greek girls gradually adjusted to their fate, beginning with a special ceremony in which they offered their childhood clothes to Artemis, sacrificed their “girlhood,” and then moved on to assume their new responsibilities without resistance. They continued to ask for Artemis' protection and blessing on first pregnancies and childbirth and were slowly integrated into the community of young adults.

Tragically, like classical Greek girls who prayed to Artemis, our daughters also resist their changing bodies as they move toward puberty. Not only have mothers and fathers traditionally turned away from this sign of their daughters' development, but everything in the media tells girls that they are now objects of shame and must hide or camouflage themselves. The natural weight gain that girls experience at puberty is insulted by the ubiquitous ideal of a Barbie-doll shape and incessant diet fads in teenage girls' magazines. Above all, girls in adolescence are at risk for unwanted attention from men. Not only does a girl have to assume the self-care of a menstruating young woman, but she has to be aware of defending herself against sexual advances at a very young age.

Our cultural expectations of girls becoming women have had a similar psychological effect. Although our daughters are not expected immediately to marry, give up their identities, and have children, they instead are faced with giving up their core selves and dissembling their strengths in order to be accepted. Girls are hurting themselves to release feelings of frustration and to affirm their own aliveness. Anorexia and bulimia are likewise rising in girls at alarming rates. At their extreme, these are suicidal behaviors. Many of our daughters are unconsciously reenacting the myths surrounding the goddess Artemis as they become women.

The explosion of attention to girls' drop in self-esteem at adolescence promises to change these archaic, deeply embedded attitudes that undermine girls' development. But our daughters need more than techniques with which to fight off aggressors. They need caring adults to teach, advise, and create rituals that help girls negotiate the transition to a whole, multidimensional womanhood that is based on feminine values but also includes roles traditionally thought to be male.

This book refreshingly offers a man's voice raised on behalf of girls. Author Will Glennon, father of a grown daughter, brings his own perspective to the tenets that have emerged in the research on girls in the last ten years. In this manual, he outlines in a straightforward way the principles for raising healthy girls and suggests exercises for both parents and teachers. A practical guide, 200 Ways to Raise a Girl's Self-Esteem can be used both at home and in schools. Glennon contributes one more strong voice to those lobbying for girls' selfhood, a selfhood based on being woman-identified, instead of male-identified—herstory in the making.



—Virginia Beane Rutter, Jungian analyst and author of Celebrating Girls: Nurturing and Empowering Our Daughters and Understanding Our Daughters, Understanding Ourselves: Staying Connected in the Adolescent Years


1 You Can Make a Difference

My daughter was one of those little girls who never seemed to have any questions about her own value and importance. She was headstrong, confident, assertive, always knew what she wanted, and was never shy about letting you know. My image of her as a small child is wonderfully captured in a beautiful photo taken when she was five years old. She is wearing a cornflower blue dress, staring directly into the camera with a beautifully smug smile on her face, and casually holding a plastic machine gun across her body. Even though I struggled with the toy gun issue, I have to admit that photo tells the whole story—she was all right there, nothing held back, and you'd better not get in her way. So what happened seven years later came as a complete shock to me. She was twelve, and she had been acting out of sorts for a couple of weeks, kind of moping around sniffling. When I finally asked her what was going on, she burst into tears and melted down in a puddle of self-doubt, saying she didn't like herself, didn't think she did anything right, that everything she said was stupid, and even her feelings were dumb. I think I must have just stared at her in shocked silence for at least five minutes. I just couldn't comprehend how my tough little amazing wonderkid had so suddenly and so completely lost her moorings.

Over the past ten years or so, parents, educators, and other concerned adults have become increasingly aware that a strong sense of self-esteem in girls is a necessary component to their healthy development in our society. Study after study shows that self-esteem is correlated to success in school and to decreased risky behavior, such as having unprotected sex and taking drugs. And, through books such as Reviving Ophelia, we have become acutely acquainted with the crisis of self-esteem that hits many girls around puberty. Indeed, the issue has become so popular that we are in danger of becoming so tangled in jargon that we lose track of the incredibly personal nature of the problem. As soon as we try to talk about it, we are forced to generalize. We start using phrases like “some girls” or “most girls” and “we should” or “we shouldn't,” or, even worse, “you should” and “you shouldn't.” Before we know it, we have drifted so far from the very real and personal dynamics that set our children up for success or failure that the discussion becomes cold, clinical, and one-dimensional. Even the term self-esteem is taking on code-like connotations that invite us to type and judge in record time—as in “She has ‘self-esteem’ issues.”

While much has been written about the problem, there is precious little offered by way of solution, which tends to leave parents and other concerned adults in the dark—we know we want to do something, but we don't know exactly what that might be. This was certainly true for me that night when my previously confident twelve-year-old daughter melted down in front of my eyes. In the eight years since then, I have been reading and thinking about the problem and trying to finding practical solutions.

One of the reasons the books on self-esteem stay theoretical is that self-esteem is much easier to generalize and talk about in theory than it is to approach practically. And while a theoretical understanding is to some degree helpful for understanding the framework we live in, for our daughters, and for all the beautiful girls we are privileged to have in our lives, theory is not enough. Unfortunately, a strong, healthy, and appropriate sense of self-esteem is not something you can produce at will by simply following a set of rules, or guarantee by always remembering to say the right thing at the right time. How could it be, since it is a complex set of beliefs and attitudes that ground us strongly in our own sense of self-worth, of competence, of being loved and loving, of knowing we belong, that our life has purpose, and that we are confident in the unique and valuable gifts we bring to this world?

That being said, it is not true that there is nothing we can do to combat the problem. Healthy self-esteem is the result of being raised, loved, and mentored well. Therefore, everything we do as parents, teachers, and other significant adults in the lives of young girls—how we behave, what we say and how we say it, the quality and character of our interactions, the degree to which we stretch to create learning experiences for them, even the often unconscious attitudes we hold—will positively or negatively impact the shifting core of girls' sense of their own self-esteem.

In creating the framework for our girls' sense of self-esteem, we need to remember that it is ultimately their lives and their task to put the pieces in place for themselves. Our love alone is not enough, being a powerful role model is not enough, the right words are not enough, and our supportive actions are not enough. Our daughters need to live the experience of being loved and loving, of being challenged and responding, of taking risks and blossoming. They need to be able to see themselves as competent, confident, and valuable contributors to the whole. We cannot do that for them, but we can create opportunities for their own exploration.

To that end, 200 Ways to Raise a Girl's Self-Esteem offers a wide variety of suggestions for activities to do at home and school to greatly enhance the possibility that future generations of girls will be bursting with an exuberant, self-confident sense of themselves. Some of the suggestions are about attitudes, others about behaviors. All will have an impact. No matter the age of the girl in your care, it is not too early, or too late, to start.

This book begins, as does everything of value and importance about children, with love. Chapter 2 establishes the foundational and essential role that communicating our love plays in laying the groundwork for all that can follow.

Chapter 3 is also about love, but a kind of love that is too often feared, misconstrued as selfish or simply misunderstood: the love of self that allows us as adults to appropriately and powerfully model for our daughters the kinds of attitudes and behaviors that will open the doors to the world. Regardless of what we say or do in the raising, teaching, and mentoring of our children, it is who we are that counts the most. For it is how we live our lives that our children will always refer to, and that impacts them to the core of their identity.

Chapter 4 is about the power of words: the power to wound, the power to devastate, the power to bolster, and the power to elevate. Language is the symbol of our place in nature. Our ability to articulate abstract concepts places us at the peak of evolution, and that same power is at play in the life and self-concept of every single one of us. We have all at times been both victim and beneficiary of that power. How we are talked to and spoken about, the words people choose to use, all possess the power to expand or contract our sense of self-worth. How much more potent this power is with our children, who have not yet learned how to deflect and discard harmful and inappropriate language!

Chapter 5 goes beyond words to actions, the ways we demonstrate through our actions and our inaction, our attitudes, motivations, passions, sincerity, and commitment to our daughters and the other girls in our care. Often what we do sends a much more powerful message than the words we speak, particularly if our actions are at odds with our words. If we want our children to grow up grounded in their own uniqueness, then we must prove to them by our daily actions that they are indeed deeply loved and extraordinary precious and valuable.

Many theorists argue that it is not self-esteem that is so important to girls, but self efficacy—the belief that you can take action in the world and have an effect. Chapter 6 is an exploration of the ways we can create the circumstances and situations that will provide girls with this experience of self-discovery and the experience of being capable and accomplished individuals. This is an essential and often neglected part of caring for children, precisely because it takes time, energy, thinking, and planning to do it well. But it is extraordinarily important, because as central a role as parents, teachers, and other significant adults play in creating the framework for our girls' sense of self-esteem, it is ultimately the girls' responsibility and task to put the pieces in place.

Chapter 7 is a reality check, a reminder for us to be sincere in our words and actions. Raising children, teaching children, mentoring children can all too easily be turned by task-oriented adults into just another job, and when that happens, we begin to operate on automatic pilot. Then all our efforts can come crashing down in the blink of an eye. We need to remember that, for better and for worse, children by definition have not been fully socialized and, unlike the jaded adults in their life, they can spot a phony or even mildly distracted interaction in a heartbeat. And that is all it takes to turn what was intended as a good effort into a disastrous undermining experience. In every way, at every encounter, we need to try our utmost always to deal with our children with the highest level of integrity possible.

Chapter 8 is a reflection of the many ways we have been blessed by playing such an important role in these young lives, and the awesome responsibility that accompanies that gift. From our socially defined role as caretakers, it is an easy step to begin to think of this as a job, and often a difficult and arduous one at that. So easily we forget, especially in the precious flush of their growing up, what an extraordinary honor it is to be given this opportunity.

I promised you two hundred ways to raise a girl's self-esteem; you will find them here, and more, in practical detail. The constellation of qualities we call self-esteem is perhaps the most important gift we can give our daughters. And what a worthwhile undertaking! There is little in life to compare with being witness to the glorious unfolding of a stunningly beautiful, confident, self-conscious, and self-contained young woman.


2 Loving: Building the Foundation

Love is at the very core of self-esteem. For children, it is the powerful weave of their parents' love that is the most important assurance of their unique and precious value. When they feel the vibrant strength of that love, they know, even before they are old enough to conceptualize it, and even when they are old enough to pretend to be embarrassed by it, that there must be something truly extraordinary about them to bring forth such a powerful love. Knowing you are loved is knowing you are lovable, and, equally important, it is the necessary foundation for knowing that you too have the power to contribute your own love to the world.

The gift we give our children by loving them fully and unconditionally is the greatest gift anyone can give. So why are so many of us so bad at doing it right? The answer is complicated, but much of it comes back to the fact we were never taught how to do it properly in the first place. It is one of our most glaring tragedies that the vast majority of us were loved deeply by our parents, yet the communication of that most precious gift was often bungled to the point of undermining rather than underpinning our sense of self-esteem.

Out of ignorance, habit, or simply the difficulty of keeping the awesome importance of this task in perspective, it is all too easy to repeat those mistakes with our own children, to love them in our hearts without making absolutely certain they are feeling the fullness of that love. If we fail them here, then we have failed them miserably, for instead of giving them a strong and supportive foundation upon which to build their own sense of purpose and meaning, we will have created a treacherous and jumbled platform and then asked them to do their own repairs.

Do the things that she needs to feel loved.



“The first time my daughter ran from the room screaming 'You don't love me!' at the top of her lungs, I was stunned. I couldn't imagine where that was coming from. Of course I love her—she's my daughter.”



Why, after a lifetime of evidence to the contrary, do so many of us simply assume that the depth and breadth of our love for our children is understood and fully received? Of course we love our children—why else do we spend so much time worrying about them and caring for them? But if we are honest, many of the ways we show our love—by worrying about them, feeding them, and providing them with a good home and even great Christmas presents—are not things children experience as proof of our love. These are simply parent jobs—what we're supposed to do. It doesn't mean anything special, and it most certainly doesn't communicate to children that powerful jolt of magic that swells up when love is truly being communicated.

It's not instinctual for a parent to express love in a way that is meaningful to a child, nor is it evident how tremendously important the frequent expression of that love can be. First and foremost, for a child's self-esteem to be nurtured, she must feel constantly loved and know at a cellular level that you love her totally and unconditionally. That means discovering how she experiences love—is it a pat on the shoulder, a look of deep connection, the words “I love you”?



Parents: Express your love openly: tell your daughter that you love her frequently; discover how she experiences love the most and do that—notes, e-mails, her favorite cookies. Make the expression of love a daily habit. Then listen and watch carefully to make sure your love is getting through. If not, try something else.



Teachers: Teachers cannot make up for the failures of parents, but they can provide a crucial support system by approaching every one of their students with the belief and deep reverence appropriate to their important role in the life of each girl. Find ways to express specifically what you appreciate about each child. Have the children do this with each other; cultivate a learning environment of appreciation.

Do whatever is necessary, especially when it's hard.



“It's like we speak a different language. Everything I say is either stupid or proof that I don't understand her, and even when I try to get close to her she figuratively or literally pushes me away.”



One of the fascinating results that has emerged from the studies about girls and self-esteem is that girls' self-esteem is usually relatively high in early childhood and then plummets at puberty. The usual theory presented to explain this phenomenon revolves around the issues of budding sexuality, body image, and societal pressures, but I am convinced that equally if not more important is the increased difficulty that parents experience in deeply demonstrating and communicating their love for these complex bundles of teenage energy that are our daughters.

When she was an infant, the love just poured out all over the place, in a wondrous unfolding stream of cuddling, holding, feeding, bathing, giggling, tickling, laughing, and kissing. Even as she grew into a child, many of our tried and true methods were still appropriate and used freely. But suddenly, at the moment she's leaving childhood behind, we find ourselves stripped of many of our favorite tools of love—she's too big, both literally and in her own mind, to be picked up and held. Tickling, giggling, and feeding are out; laughing, hugging, and kissing are still possibilities, but suddenly even these must first be negotiated past a minefield of teenage emotions.

For people untrained in the fine of art of making sure our love is heard, felt, and experienced, this is a test indeed, and all too often we fail miserably. We spend more time complaining about messy rooms, household chores undone, and her choice of friends, clothes, and music than we do making sure that our heart connection is sound. At the moment in life when she most needs to be surrounded and supported by our love, we too often withdraw, which only sets off a spiraling series of actions and reactions: she is confused and angry, we withdraw further, she becomes convinced we don't understand her, and so on, until we have inadvertently withdrawn all but the barest shreds of loving support she needs.



Parents: A good rule of thumb, easy to remember but hard to act on, is that the more upset she is, the more important it is that we communicate to her the depth of our love in a way she can understand. Develop some new ways to show your love: make a date just with her, take her to breakfast on Saturday morning or meet her for lunch during the week, and during your date let her take the lead and do as much of the talking as she wants. Just be there and let her know you are there to support her.



Teachers Have the class write a paragraph about how they know their parents love them. Encourage them to explore what makes them feel loved and communicate what they learned from this exercise with their parents and other caregivers. Ask them what is the best way to support them when they're having a hard time.

Stick with It Even If It Seems Unbearable



“I lost my daughter for three years. Even now I can barely get those words out. When my wife and I got divorced, we did a lot of things very poorly, and part of the fallout was that my beautiful, sweet sixyear-old decided it was all my fault and she hated me. I can't even begin to describe how hard those years were for me.”



Life doesn't always unfold the way we want it to; in fact it rarely does. Occasionally that means our children will be put through a trauma we would much preferred to have spared them from. All children respond differently to serious stress and emotional upheaval. Some get wild, some develop oceans-deep emotional scars, but one variant that is common to many troubled children is that they keep trying, through anger, through withdrawal, by repeated failure, and any other way their ingenious little minds can devise, to prove that they are unlovable. Being the wonderfully egocentric souls that they are, anything bad that happened had to have happened because of them, and they will not rest until they prove it.

Needless to say, this can present us with a challenge of enormous proportions, especially if our own mistakes or decisions played a role in the emotional turmoil they are going through. The world does not come with a safety wrapper, and unfortunately, when bad things happen, it is often the aftermath that proves most destructive, simply because we ourselves aren't trained or prepared to deal with difficult emotional issues.



Parents: The most important thing you can do to help a child get through a tough time is to “Hang in there!” It can be exasperating, disappointing, worrisome, and frightening, but be unwavering in your support and stick with it. Spend as much time with her as possible, and don't try to “fix” everything all at once.



Teachers: One of the best things you can do for the troubled girls that come through your classroom is to single them out for special attention, and don't be shy about it. Take a little extra time with them, give them the preferred classroom tasks, allow them the experience of feeling special, and let them know you are always available to talk to. Learn to read the signals that indicate they are having a hard time, and let them know you are someone they can turn to.

Nurture the ties that bind.



“There was a time in my life when my career began consuming more and more of my time and my focus. I love what I do, and because of that, it was a very exciting time for me personally. One night I got home early, for a change, and found myself being largely ignored by my daughter. She wasn't trying to make a point, she had just gotten used to me not being around. That experience scared me so badly I let go of two clients the next day.”



As a parent or teacher, in case you think you don't matter, consider this. According to Time magazine, a survey interviewing 20,000 teenagers “found that kids who have a strong sense of connection to their parents were less likely to be violent or indulge in drugs, alcohol, tobacco, or early sex.” According to the same study, “feeling close to teachers is by far the most important school-related predictor of well-being.”

On the one hand, this is one of those studies that goes to a lot of trouble to tell us what should be obvious—that love matters, and the stronger the connections and the deeper the feelings that tie us together, the better chance our children have of staying out of trouble and building a strong foundation for their lives. Yet at the same time the study is important if for no other reason than to remind us how vitally important parents and teachers are in children's lives.

Raising children is no easy job, and when combined with all the pressures and stresses of pursuing our own lives and careers, it can, and all too often does, become a nonstop treadmill. When that happens, we tend to see only what is in front of our faces, and focus on only what needs to be done at the moment—finish the report, return those phone calls, drop off the laundry, make a quick stop at the supermarket. Lost in the background is the need to tend and nurture the emotional bonds in our life. No matter how strong those relationships are, they need to be nurtured on a regular basis to keep growing.



Parents: Make sure your child has your whole attention when you are talking with each other. If you could see a videotape of your encounters over the course of the day, how much of the time would you be focused just on her, free of distractions? How much of the time would you be making eye contact? Touching her lovingly? How much of the time would you be talking about more than practical matters? For a week, pay attention to the quality of your connection. At the end of week, ask yourself how many times during that week did you really feel connected to your daughter, how did it unfold, and what did you feel?



Teachers: In your hectic classroom, how much undivided attention are you able to give each child? When someone approaches your desk to ask a question, does she receive your full attention? For one week, track the quality of your attention to the individuals in your class. At the end of the week, what did you learn? One teacher found that if she put down her paper and really looked at the questioner, she felt much more connection and class went more smoothly. What works for you?

Create reasonable rules.



“I was so guilty about the breakup that for two years I let my daughter get away with murder. It finally came to a head when a good friend of mine pulled me aside and told me in no uncertain terms I was being a complete jerk and doing nothing but damage to my daughter. It was like lifting a bag off my head. It took three weeks of brutal warfare before my daughter finally believed I would enforce the rules, but every painful minute was worth it.”



We don't often think of love, discipline, and self-esteem in the same breath, but in fact they are connected. Self-esteem thrives when you create circumstances where your daughter can stretch, experiment, and take risks without fear. One of the most basic requirements for creating this environment is a good, clear, and consistently enforced set of rules. Some people mistakenly believe that to foster a child's self-esteem, you need to abandon or at least loosen discipline. Some critics of self-esteem-based psychology worry that parents and teachers will fail to set clear limits for children for fear of damaging the children's self-esteem.

In fact, it is precisely the creation of structure and limits that makes children feel loved and safe enough to try out their budding wings. When a sense of order, routine, and fairness permeates their lives, they thrive. That's because they feel safe when they understand the rules you have created and your expectations for them.

In making rules, be firm, neither rigid nor permissive. Create rules that you can live with. (Do you really want to insist that she clean her plate before she leaves the table every night? If not, don't make that one of the rules.) At the same time, don't make empty threats or waffle on discipline. If your daughter knows the rules are only enforced sometimes, she will not take them seriously, and won't behave as you'd like. When you say no, mean no. Don't say no and then give in after she's nagged you. Back it up with clear expectations and consequences you will enforce.

Avoid using violence as a means of discipline. It may get immediate results by stopping the behavior you don't like, but what it does in the long run is let her know in a very hurtful way that you believe she is unable to get the message any other way. Violence also teaches that violence is acceptable as a means of getting what you want. It breeds anger and resentment in children, making them dream of revenge. Studies have shown that abusive parents were themselves abused as children. Stop the cycle of violence and don't model this self-esteem-depleting behavior for children.



Parents: Encourage cooperation with your children by working with them to establish family rules. When children have a say in the process, they are not only empowered, but they are invested in making it work. Assure their success in living up to these expectations by making the rules clear up front, before there is any need to lower the boom. Be open to suggestions for changing the rules if they are not working. By communicating what you expect while being open to changing what doesn't work, you are setting up conditions for success.



Teachers: Classroom rules should be clear in advance as well. Again, the best rules are the ones that can be jointly developed and agreed upon. An hour spent on this at the beginning of the school year can save a lot of aggravation later. Make sure the boundaries of time and behavior are clear for each activity, as in: “We're going to work on this for thirty minutes, and whispers are OK.”

Get to the bottom of misbehaving.



“My dad was the rule-master. He took pride in being more strict than any of my friends' fathers. My curfew at age sixteen was eight o'clock! Needless to say I became very creative at getting around his rules. The more he tried to tie me down, the wilder I got, until I finally left completely when I was seventeen. He didn't talk to me for four years, but for me it was liberation day.”



When a girl starts to act up, we need immediately to pay close attention and try to get to the heart of the matter as quickly as possible, because a chronic discipline problem can quickly turn into a downward spiral that undermines any reservoir of self-esteem.

A sudden spat of misbehaving can be triggered by many things. Behavior like lying and stealing is often a cry for attention. A wildly rebellious preadolescent may be reacting to feeling like she is not empowered and respected within the family. Be brutally honest with yourself before you jump to blaming her. Have you been spending too much time on other things and skimping on time with your daughter? Do you allow her to have a say in developing appropriate rules and boundaries, or are the rules just pronounced? Are you setting enough limits for your girl—or maybe too many? She may be crying out for structure and rules to be enforced; or you may be too controlling and she's rebelling against that. Swallow your anger, put your judgment aside, spend some serious time together, and thoroughly get to the heart of her actions.

Our daughters need to feel that they are important and respected by us; if they don't, they are likely to behave in ways that match their own negative images of themselves. If she believes she is a “bad” child, unable to do things the right way and undeserving of positive attention, then she will fulfill those self-concepts by making them true. The more she is bad, the more she is punished or rejected, the more her bad self-image sets in, and more self-defeating behavior results.



Parents: If, in your eyes, your daughter is misbehaving out of proportion to the normal peaks and valleys of growing up, try thinking of her misbehavior as a failure of self-concept. Think of her not as being swirling trouble, but as having a problem seeing herself as the capable and precious soul that she is. Rather than escalating the punishment, reach out and help her see the ways and places she can succeed. Make an effort to show her that you believe in her and have faith in her ability. Tell her the behavior that you want to see changed, and offer a concrete suggestion that communicates your belief that she can and will take responsibility for her behavior. For example: “You forgot to call me today and I was very worried about you. It scares me when that happens, so please next time keep your promise and check in with me.” By being careful to keep your tone of voice loving, yet firm, while still acknowledging that she has her separate feelings, you can show that you have faith in her ability to make changes and succeed.



Teachers: Talk to children who act up. They are much more capable than we often think at explaining what's behind their behavior. Often it's just physical energy that needs to be released, or frustration trying to find an outlet.

Touch lovingly.



“My father died a few years back, but memories of him rise up in me all the time. Lately what I've noticed is how many of those memories involve his touch: his hands touching my face, running his fingers through my hair, his hugs (he was a big hugger), even the way he used to massage my shoulders when he knew I needed his attention.”



The power of touch is unfathomable. Think about the things that make you feel special and loved, and chances are that at least half of them involve being touched. Human touch is one of the simplest and easiest ways to communicate love and care. Studies have shown that if infants are not lovingly touched or held, they will waste away and die. Virginia Satir, author and family therapy pioneer, says we all need four hugs a day minimum for survival, eight for maintenance, and sixteen for growth. The best thing about giving hugs is that you're getting them too!

Take every opportunity to touch, hold, and stroke your children and be sure to tell them how much you like their hugs. Your little gestures are declarations of the love they need to thrive; let them know that their kisses goodnight make each day worthwhile. By responding to her with a touch, you tell your girl that you love her for being just who she is; by physically expressing your love for her, you magnify the impact of that love and tenderness, and encourage her to reach out to you.



Parents: For one day, become aware of how often you simply touch your daughter tenderly. Do you pat her on the back when she's said something sweet? Do you affectionately sweep through her hair with your hand, or stroke her cheek when she's made you smile? At the end of the day, do you feel good about the amount of physical connection you've had?



Teachers: It is one of the great tragedies of modern education that the inappropriate behavior of a handful of teachers has made touching students a dangerous area. Particularly for younger children, the touch of a caring and reassuring teacher can be incredibly important. We can only hope that the inappropriate behavior of the few can be dealt with in such a way that appropriately caring teachers will no longer feel unable to reach out physically to their students. Find ways to provide those reassuring touches that cannot be misconstrued, like a touch on the arm to begin a conversation.

Foster belonging.



“I was the middle child of five, and it always felt like I was just a placeholder between my older siblings who garnered all the praise and the babies who seemed to attract all the attention. Here I am, thirty years later, and it feels like I'm still trying to find a place that is mine.”



One of the most fundamental ways we demonstrate our love for our children is by giving them a secure context, a sense of belonging in a place that is uniquely theirs. In order for our daughters to be brave little adventurers, to have the courage, the freedom, and the opportunity to strike out in that bold discovery of their own identities, they must have a safe and secure harbor from which to launch and to which they can return. Kids first struggle with finding their identities within their own families, then, as they get older, within peer groups, in classes and clubs, on teams, and in workplaces.

We all seek to feel that we are welcomed and we belong, and yet this is becoming more and more complicated. As family life becomes more varied, with step-parents, significant others, multiple grandparents, step-siblings, both parents working, changing caregivers, and more, it can be hard for a child to feel comfortably settled just as a matter of course. And in school, if a child is shy, or has changed classes, or is a low achiever, the main task in front of her may be to find a sense of belonging before she can really begin to thrive.



Parents: Foster belonging by letting your daughter know the importance of her presence. Telling her very specifically when she returns from a visit to the grandparents how much she was missed and how it just wasn't the same without her there; how much you enjoy her stories, her laughter, her hugs; how coming home and seeing her there makes you smile. Be specific—particularly when there is more than one child in your family, each one should understand her singular importance in your life. What is it about her specifically that you cherish?



Teachers: In the classroom, use inclusive language that shows a sense of collective belonging. Start a sentence with we, use us and our to express cohesiveness and an extended group membership to show the child that she belongs to that group. Listen well to the child who appears to be left out; make special time for her to show that she is important, or go out of your way to acknowledge her importance publicly. Listening well, without judgment, is a kind of acceptance, another cue of belonging.



Some kids may feel lost in the large group, so provide opportunities to work in smaller teams as well.

Make no comparisons.



“My father's older sister used to tell me I was exactly like my great grandmother. I know she meant it as a compliment, but it always bothered me. The other day we were visiting relatives and I heard her telling my daughter (who, by the way, is nothing like me) exactly the same thing. I found myself getting angry and then just laughing at the ludicrousness of it all.”



Do your daughter a favor and don't compare her to her siblings, friends, yourself, your aunt Evelyn, or to anyone's concept of “normal.” If she likes to wear black nail polish and read Gothic literature, appreciate the strength of her independent thinking. If she spends much of her time experimenting with hair spray, realize that she's showing some creativity. If she spends all her time with her hair tucked under a baseball cap and slapping line drives at the local park, be grateful for her athletic ability.

She's not “just like” anybody, and every time someone says that, she is robbed of a little of her individuality. Above all, be wary of that word normal; there is no such thing. Statements like “Why can't you be normal, like all the other kids?” is almost always code for “Why can't you be like I want you to be?” The answer, of course, is that she is who she is, and that is whom we want her to be.

Every girl needs to experiment and explore, and that includes having her fads, fashions, and phases in order to bloom. When a child feels acceptance depends on being like someone else, living up to someone else's expectations, or behaving like someone else's notion of who she is supposed to be, her self-image and sense of her own uniqueness are threatened. It's not our place to try to change who our children are; it is our place to help them discover and celebrate who they truly are.



Parents: No comparisons—even in a loving way. In addition, get in the habit of starting a lot of sentences with “I love the way you… .” Whether it's the way she smiles, laughs, tells a story, wiggles into your lap, helps you with dinner, or whatever, just by focusing on the particulars of how much you love the way “she” does it reinforces your appreciation of her own uniqueness.



Teachers: Wherever children congregate, they put enormous pressure on each other to conform. It's one of the more troublesome by-products of growing up. Certainly one of the best things teachers can do to counteract this tendency is to go out of their way to point out and celebrate students' differences—like challenging your class to see how many different ways they can come up with to cheer up a friend. Plan activities that focus on different attributes, such as a “hidden talent” contest, or explore all the different ways one can learn something.

Ground expectations in reality.



“My older sister got straight A's all through school and a scholarship to college. I could spend forever studying and be lucky to scrape out mostly B's. I know, because for years I gave up most of my social life trying to bring home that one perfect report card. No one ever said I was supposed to follow in my sister's footsteps, but I just couldn't stand the look of disappointment on my Dad's face.”



Our girls are born perfect, just as they are. Our work as parents is to make them feel that they are truly beautiful and lovable human beings who grace our lives with all their unique quirks, differences, and surprises. We are blessed to have them, and it is our job, after the discipline, the lessons, the learning, to make sure they never feel that we are disappointed in them.

Admittedly, striking the proper balance between encouraging and challenging them to stretch their abilities and setting them up for failure and disappointment isn't always simple. One helpful thing to remember, however, is to focus on effort instead of results. It isn't our role to pronounce the areas our children should excel in, but it is our role to encourage them to put themselves wholly into whatever they do. Growing up is hard enough without getting all the subtle or not so subtle messages about how you aren't measuring up.

At the same time, remember, even if we are very careful, it's still very easy for girls to create their own distorted sense of what their parents and teachers expect from them. We need to keep a sharp eye out for signs that this is taking place, because while the result may appear a good thing (better grades, higher achievement in sports) the lesson is powerfully wrong. We end up training them to lose track of their own agendas, their own needs and desires, in order to please others—not the kind of lessons we want to pass on.



Parents: Don't set arbitrary goals for your daughter. In school, sports, and hobbies, encourage her to put her best into whatever she does, no matter the results. Look for the places in her life where she really puts her heart into it and praise her to the sky.



Teachers: Much of school is based on grades that reward results, not necessarily effort. To counteract the overemphasis on results, find ways every day to point out and celebrate the hard work of those who aren't at the top of the class but who are putting heir hearts into their work—the report, homework, science project, drawing, or school play. As you celebrate the diversity of different kinds of intelligence—physical, emotional, spatial, to name just three—you will be teaching your students respect for these different ways of learning. Encourage kids to set their own reasonable expectations so they can learn that their expectations, not ours, are what is important.

Honor her choices as much as possible.



“I didn't even realize how much of my own expectations I was loading onto my daughter until she came home from school one day and announced she was quitting the cheerleading squad. My first reaction was disbelief, and my second reaction was anger. Fortunately that was when I realized something was wrong. After all, what right did I have to be angry? After a little deep breathing we talked about it and what she said made sense. Twenty minutes before I was ready to yell at her about commitment, and now I was just so proud of her.”



Each of us is a totally unique individual with needs, strengths, and our own perspective on things. This is, of course, easy to remember about ourselves and sometimes very difficult to remember about our girls. Sometimes we are lulled because we think we know them so well. Sometimes they are doing such a good job of trying to fit into the group of the moment that they seem more predictable than they really are. The moment of truth comes when they step outside of the expected.

Your daughter comes home from school one day and announces that she plans to get her fabulous corkscrew curly hair straightened; that she suddenly hates her softball coach and is quitting the team; that she will not eat spaghetti ever again; that her career goal is to be a professional skydiver—how do you handle it? It is a common impulse for parents to expect their girls to feel like they do on all issues, setting kids up to feel like they risk losing their parents' love if they are different.

If you disagree with her choice, unless you have a very good reason to disagree (concerns about her physical safety, for example), this is the time to bite your tongue and check your impulse to respond negatively to her pronouncements of individuality. For if we can muster the self-discipline to explore instead of try to direct, we just might learn something fascinating about this amazing creature before us. Notice what you are feeling about her ideas, listen to your internal reactions, and then file it away to deal with later.

This is not to suggest that you have to go along with her plans to change her hair, or quit the team, or skydive. But you must show that you respect her ideas and her choices as much as possible. Valuing a girl's ideas has a strong impact on her self-esteem. In valuing your child's opinions and choices, you are showing that you value her deepest self, and that it's OK for her to be herself.



Parents: As much as possible, honor your daughter's choices and opinions. Does it really matter if she wears the blue and pink face paint to the Chinese restaurant? That she thinks Rhonda Fleming (whom you can't stand) is the greatest friend in the world? Draw the line only when you feel it's a matter worth squashing her indi viduality for: if there are safety concerns, for example, or the feelings of someone else are at stake.



Teachers: Making good choices is a skill that can be taught. Help girls to evaluate and understand their impulses so that they can make better and better decisions for themselves. Role-playing decision making is a good way to show how to explore a hypothetical question and all the options involved.

Get your priorities straight.



“Sometimes I can't believe I let it happen. I always wanted a big family, but I got so caught up in my ideas about how I was supposed to take care of my children and provide for them that I ended up spending almost their entire childhood working myself to the bone. By the time I realized what was happening I was almost a stranger in my own home.”



It's easy to place the blame for problems most kids have today on the lack of time they spend with their parents, mentors, and role models. But the truth is we all have to make very hard choices. Longer work hours mean a fatter paycheck, which may be essential or at least important to fulfill our responsibilities. At the same time, we want to live lives of purpose and passion not only to be true to ourselves, but as models for our children. This is all well and good, but striking the proper balance so that we have real time to spend with our daughters, instead of making up phrases like “quality time” to hide the fact we aren't around as much as we know we should be, is not a simple task. Sadly, just how important this time is often doesn't hit until too late, when our children are already grown.

But something children know instinctively and adults often forget is that the most valuable thing we possess is our time, and how we spend it is a daily statement about our priorities. The way we choose to spend our time sends a powerful message to our daughters about their worth to us, whether we intend it or not.

That message cuts both ways. When we never seem to be able to find the time to spend with our daughters, no amount of explaining and excusing will soften the message that they simply aren't important enough for our time. Conversely, when we carve time out of our busy lives just for them, it is irrefutable proof of just how precious they are. This applies to mentors, caregivers, and teachers as well. Everyone needs to feel that they matter.

Remember, this is a brief window of time that you have been granted, to soak in and enjoy the incredible process of the blossoming of a human soul. Try to keep that in mind at all times, and it will become easier to carve out the time you really need to devote to this wondrous endeavor.



Parents: Fiercely guard the time you do have with your daughter. Don't just waste time passively sitting in front of the television. Take control over your schedule, and take back the time that just seems to slip away. Insist that the family all have dinner together. Take the phone off the hook during mealtimes and other important family times. Enforce strict rules about television time and computer usage to create more family time.



Teachers: We know that teachers are under enough pressure just to fit the ordained curriculum into the time allotted. But how about “stealing” a little class time for a celebration—a birthday song, a story, anything out of the routine—that will help your class bond with you? Set up a daily or weekly ritual, like sharing time, that allows you to get to know each other more personally. Remember, you are teaching children, not just a curriculum.

Make time for just the two of you.



“The first time I spent any real time just with my daughter was really an accident. My wife was exhausted from dealing with our newest arrival, so I bundled up our two-year-old daughter and headed out at seven o'clock in the morning just to try to give my wife a little more sack time. We ended up at a local café that provided crayons and an endless supply of placemats to draw on as well as a pretty good breakfast. It was the beginning of a great tradition that still goes on today.”



Can you imagine trying to have a relationship with someone who never, ever spent a minute alone with you? At some point you'd have to conclude that, as much fun as you may have had, this other person wasn't really interested in having a relationship with you.

The same is true for our daughters. How are they going to get a sense of how much we love and honor their uniqueness if they never experience it one-on-one? As important as family life is, it is equally important, particularly in families with more than one child, that we carve out time just for the two of us. In so doing, we send a powerful message to our daughter that her essence, all by itself, is worthy of our time and undivided attention. One mother with three daughters takes each of them out alone for a birthday lunch. It's a special time to share reflections on the past year, to talk about dreams of the future, and for the birthday girl to bask in the glow of her mom's undivided attention.

No matter how or when you do it, taking time just for the two of you tells your girl how much she matters to you.



Parents: Make dates with children individually so just the two of you have special time to yourselves, and try to do it regularly; if possible, try for once a week, but at least once a month. At least half of the time, let her decide what you'll do together. Try a new sport together. Start a Mother/Daughter or Father/Daughter Book Club. Cook a gourmet meal together. Go to a museum. Conjure up a joint project. Find a new trail and go for a hike.



Teachers: Try to schedule some time alone with every child at least each week, preferably every day, even if for a few minutes. Don't neglect the particularly quiet girls. Have the class work on a project independently or in groups while you talk with each child individually. Devise a system where kids can put their name on the chalkboard in a special place to alert you that they want to schedule time with you.

Celebrate milestones



“Every year on my birthday my father would end our dinner by standing up and toasting me, and he always began with the words, ‘On this day (however many) years ago, my life changed forever for the better.' Then he'd say all these amazing things about how much joy I brought him, how proud I made him and how blessed he felt to be my father. It never failed to reduce me to tears.”



Making a special celebration for a child when she reaches an important milestone or learns a new skill is a wonderful way to remind her how amazing she is. Elevating her accomplishments and her milestones to the level of public celebration sends a clear message that, in your world, she is a star.

When her first tooth comes out, when she makes her first communion, when she is baptized or bat mitzvahed, learns how to ride a bike, reads a book, wears a bra, gets an ear pierced, has her first menses, cooks her first meal, learns to swim, tells time, makes the soccer team, hits a home run, graduates from grade school—celebrate!

The possibilities for occasions to celebrate are endless. There is no such thing as too much celebrating. By getting others involved in these celebrations, you multiply how much positive reinforcement she gets, hence multiplying the sense of satisfaction she feels.

The fine art of celebrating is fast becoming a lost art in our rapidpaced world, but it is well worth the attention necessary to bring it back into vogue. When we stop the flow of life to ring the bell and announce a special moment for all to savor, not only do we deepen our awareness and appreciation of life, but we publicly proclaim the place and accomplishments of those we are celebrating. For a girl to be blessed with a celebrated life is a gift indeed, because it provides her with recurring external reminders of her uniqueness and her importance to the group. Celebrate early and celebrate often.



Parents: Involve your daughter in planning her own celebrations. Encourage her to make the invitations and decide whom to invite. Allow her make as many decisions as possible. When she feels a real part of the celebration, she will be more vested in it, more connected, and it will have a greater effect on boosting her self-esteem.



Teachers: Have classroom celebrations frequently. These can be when a class reaches some milestone like learning how to tell time, or has completed a special project or finished a special book. Every child should be a part of the festivities—making the theme decorations, preparing the food, doing the decorating.

Surround her with love.



“I sometimes joke that I was raised by committee. My parents had a way of getting every relative and friend within driving distance involved in their lives, and that included raising me. When they had parties I was always allowed to play my part; when guests came over I was never sent packing to do kid things, but was allowed to listen in and even participate in the conversation. From grandparents, uncles, aunts, and friends who have known me all my life, I always had someone to turn to no matter what.”



Sometimes it seems we can get terribly proprietary about our children, thinking that only we know how best to love them, when what we need to do is invite as many of the wonderful people we know as possible to participate in this great adventure. It's simple, really—the more fantastic people who get involved in showering her with love and attention, the more unshakably convinced she will be that she is truly something special. Just look at all these wonderful people vying for her time!

Not only does showering her with admirers have a powerful impact on her self-image, it provides her with a wealth of loving resources that will last her entire life. Uncle John may be just the guy she feels she can turn to when she's confused about direction, or her “sort of” Aunt Emily may be the shoulder she needs to cry on someday. With the pace of life speeding up the way it has, many of us have compensated by spending less and less time with friends and relatives and have unwittingly deprived our children of a wealth of loving interactions.



Parents: Survey your friends and relatives. Are there any who would make good role models for your daughter? How about good support systems? Make the effort to bring these folks closer into your circle. Pay attention to who your daughter responds to, the people that interest her or whom she thinks are “cool,” and try to find ways to support those relationships.



Teachers: Bring the world of interesting people from all walks of life into your classroom! You never know what contact will make a difference in a girl's life. Encourage your students to remember and think about people in their lives whom they admire; help them remind themselves of the scope of their support systems.
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