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			“Katie Hurley’s No More Mean Girls will be an oft-referenced book on my shelf because Hurley’s expertise goes beyond the academic. She has real, practical experience working with girls, and their words are one of the most valuable parts of this book. Hurley’s practical advice is a boon to any parent who hopes to ease a daughter through the challenging terrain of childhood and adolescence, particularly when that childhood is lived in the harsh spotlight of social media. This book will definitely be on my list of most recommended books for parents and teachers.”

			—Jessica Lahey, New York Times bestselling author of The Gift of Failure

			“Katie Hurley does the impossible—she takes the mystery and angst out of parenting a teen girl by thoughtfully illuminating her thoughts and experiences. No More Mean Girls is not just a guide to raising healthy, independent, and capable women, it’s a light toward a brighter future for us all. I hope this book reaches the hands of every parent, teacher, coach, mentor, and individual who plays a role in helping girls grow and thrive in today’s world.”

			—Rachel Macy Stafford, New York Times bestselling author of Hands Free Mama, Hands Free Life, and Only Love Today

			“The landscape of girlhood is constantly changing, and even the youngest girls are tasked with learning how to navigate tricky social situations and emotional upheaval. No More Mean Girls provides practical, research-based tips for raising strong, confident, and compassionate girls. A must-read for parents and educators!”

			—Amy McCready, author of The Me, Me, Me Epidemic

			“An essential handbook for parents, teachers, counselors, and anyone who is fortunate enough to contribute to the raising of our precious daughters. I can’t recommend No More Mean Girls enough.”

			—Susan Stiffelman, MFT, author of Parenting with Presence and Parenting Without Power Struggles

			“Katie beautifully intertwines two decades of working with girls, the experience of raising a daughter, her own kind and compassionate heart, and practical solutions to effect positive change and produce one of the most important books of our time. This is a must-read for anyone raising, influencing, teaching, or coaching girls.”

			—Rebecca Eanes, author of Positive Parenting

			“As a parenting author, mother of a daughter, and survivor of the mean girl scene myself, I found this book so insightful, helpful, and enlightening. Based on many years of Katie’s professional experience, along with extensive proven research, she gives practical examples of how parents can work together with their daughters to help them navigate their life’s journey through this challenging time. I can’t recommend this book enough. I only wish it had been around sooner!”

			—Jessica Joelle Alexander, coauthor of The Danish Way of Parenting

			“I highly recommend Katie’s book. Now more than ever, young girls need to learn to stand tall and stick together. Katie Hurley’s No More Mean Girls provides a blueprint for parents and educators to raise confident and compassionate leaders in a modern world. The key insight Katie provides is that we all share a responsibility to ourselves and to our girls to live by example and be the change we wish to see.”

			—Idina Menzel, Tony Award–winning actress and singer
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			For my brother, John Godbout,
and for my oldest friend, Sarah Tonetti (the dream team)
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			To every girl who ever wonders, “Am I good enough?”
You are (and then some).

		

	
		
			
			Words can break someone into a million pieces, but they can also put them back together. I hope you use yours for good, because the only words you’ll regret more than the ones left unsaid are the ones you use to intentionally hurt someone.

			—TAYLOR SWIFT
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			Foreword

			“I don’t want to go to school,” Jenna told me. “All the girls hate me, so I’ll just sit by myself again while they laugh at me. I can’t take it anymore!” Peer cruelty is heartbreaking at any age, but Jenna was only seven years old.

			Today’s childhood reveals a troubling portrait for too many of our daughters—it can best be described as “mean, calculating, and backstabbing.” Whether rural or urban, rich or poor, the “New American Girl” seems crueler and more aggressive. Parents know it, and they worry for their daughters.

			A Harris survey of 1,144 parents nationwide found that almost 70 percent of parents of three- to seven-year-olds worry that their children will be bullied.1 What’s more, parents of preschoolers and grade-school-age children are significantly more likely to worry than parents of teenagers. And our qualms are justified. Girl cruelty seems to be starting at younger ages.

			Mean girl behavior is commonly referred to by professionals as relational or social aggression, but by worried parents as bullying. The mean girl’s goal is to damage the victim’s social standing by intentionally manipulating how others view her. And her methods are cold and calculated—they can include deliberately isolating or excluding the victim, spreading vicious rumors or posting scandalous lies online, and creating situations to publicly humiliate her. And humiliate is what the mean girl does.

			Loss of friendships and social standing is psychologically damaging, and the isolation and harassment can be unbearable. Being taunted and shunned, or hearing cruel words or malicious gossip about yourself, are emotionally traumatizing and can be every bit as damaging as physical abuse. Those slights in childhood are devastating, but their emotional scars can last a lifetime.

			Childhood should be a precious time to forge friendships, develop a strong identity, acquire resilience, and learn to care about others. Instead, too many young girls hate school; experience stress, social anxiety, and depression; dial down empathy; and fear forging friendships.

			As much as we’d like to just will this problem away, the harsh girl scene is flourishing, and must be taken seriously. To not address the mean girl scene is far too damaging for our daughters’ well-being. So, what’s a parent to do? Well, you can stop wondering, because the answer to how to make “no more mean girls” a reality lies in your hands.

			Katie Hurley has given us a gift: practical solutions that are culled from research to stop girl cruelty and help us raise emotionally healthy, compassionate, strong daughters. I know Katie and value her work. She cares deeply about children. Katie is a leading parenting expert who has spent most of her adult life studying child development; she has extensive experience working with children who have learning differences and struggle with anxiety and low self-esteem. And she has real credentials: Katie is a child and adolescent psychotherapist, researcher, and writer who has worked with girls as individuals, in groups, and with their families. She even has a young daughter. If anyone can transform queen hornets into caring bees, it’s Katie Hurley.

			No More Mean Girls is a veritable treasure chest of ways to help you help girls learn to love themselves, realize their talents, get along and empathize with others, find their inner courage, and lead more successful and fulfilled lives. Her ideas are based on sound child development theory and proven research, and designed to be used with your daughter. The fact is, this may well be the only book you will need to raise great girls. Katie shows you how to empower young girls to work together for a brighter, better future. She guides you each step of the way as you help your daughter:

			
					Develop the resilience, integrity, and empathy she’ll need to lead a good life.

					Learn friendship-making strategies and skills to get along with others and build healthy relationships.

					Cultivate social-emotional skills and find the courage to stand up for herself and others.

					Stop aggression if she crosses the line to meanness and hurts those she cares about.

					Acquire healthy self-esteem and strong integrity from the inside out.

					Learn self-regulation, manage stress, and release negative energy and negative thoughts.

					Develop assertive communication skills and a strong voice, and learn to say no without guilt.

					Find her passion, recognize her talents, and realize her power to make a difference in the world.

			

			But that’s not all, Katie includes engaging stories about girls from her many years of practice who suffered from the mean girl scene, along with the solutions she offered their parents to turn their children’s lives around. And she provides a wealth of fun activities to do with your daughter, like making courage cards if she needs a little courage on the go, challenge sticks to encourage her to take healthy risks, confidence sheets to help her remember that she is capable of overcoming obstacles, coping cards to use when challenges are overwhelming, as well as so much more. She even provides “Parent-Teacher Conference” boxes to help you pause and reflect on how to apply the strategies with your child.

			But don’t stop when you’re done reading this book. Get on board with other moms. Hold discussions at your school. Bring in speakers. Suggest that parents read No More Mean Girls. Do whatever it takes, but start talking about the mean girl scene and how to stop it together.

			“Today’s girls have what they need to change the course of girlhood for generations to come,” Katie points out. “They can be the generation of girls that finally stands together as one and shouts, ‘Together, girls can!’”

			Katie has given us the parenting road map to do just that. Let’s stand tall, speak out together, and help our girls become all they can be. Consistently using Katie’s ideas will help our daughters proceed through life with confidence and resilience—not only now but for the rest of their lives.

			What a difference you will make!

			—Michele Borba, EdD
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			Author’s Note

			I was the third of four children in my family. Nineteen months behind my brother and sandwiched between two sisters, I was always labeled “the quiet one.” An introvert before “introversion” became a household word, I spent most of my time daydreaming and engaged in quiet play. I also struggled to find my voice.

			I was fortunate in that my parents understood my quiet nature from day one. They supported me as I gradually worked my way out of my carefully constructed safety net and followed my own dreams. They cheered when I took big risks (“I want to play ice hockey with the boys!”) and encouraged me when I met obstacles. Always, they walked by my side with guidance and unconditional love at the ready.

			I always thought of my father as an accidental feminist. Together with my mother, he brought three girls into this world, and my parents seemed determined to make sure that we all had strong voices, an excellent education, and what is now popularly referred to as grit. Tons of grit.

			At some point during my childhood, I became focused on the fact that women still didn’t have the same opportunities as men. “Can girls do that?” was a question I asked over and over again (as only young children can do). If my incessant questioning bothered my father, he never let on. “Girls can!” he would reply, with equal enthusiasm each time. It became my battle cry as I grew, and it’s a phrase that I repeat often to my own daughter today. The only catch is that I add one word: Together, girls can! It’s time to empower our girls to work together for a better future. They don’t have to compete . . . because together they win.

			This book is written in memory of my dad, Jim Godbout, who taught me (in no particular order and among other things) that it’s important to stand up for your beliefs, if you can count your friends on one hand you’re doing just fine, at the end of the line all we really have is who we choose to be on any given day, and every girl can throw a perfect spiral (“Beat ’em at their own game, Kate!”). Girls can!
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			Introduction

			It takes a great deal of bravery to stand up to our enemies, but just as much to stand up to our friends.

			—J. K. Rowling

			Remember when mean girls only existed in high school or middle school? Remember when the queen bee narrative you saw on TV seemed just a tad dramatic and exaggerated? Believe me, I know, I miss those days too. Having worked with kids for many, many years, I’ve seen the pushing down of mean girls (where mean girls once ruled the middle school, we now see similar behaviors among much younger girls) and the rise of unnecessary competition among young girls. I’ve seen first-grade girls exclude others on purpose and third-grade girls go to great lengths to publicly humiliate their peers. I haven’t given up hope just yet, though. I’ve seen those same girls learn to relate to their peers and empathize with them. I’ve seen them transform from queen bees to benevolent bees right before my eyes. We can help these girls, I’m sure of it. The thing is, we have to start right now.

			You have to get really good grades so that you don’t get in trouble and because everything counts now. But you can’t brag about your grades because that’s rude to your friends, and you don’t want to be the girl who always brags. It’s better to pretend your grades are just okay. It’s the same with sports. Obviously, you have to be the best one on the team, but you should never talk about being the best or brag about a really great game because the other girls will get hurt feelings and stop talking to you if you do that too much. You have to pretend sometimes, but it’s fine. Everyone does it.

			—A third-grade girl

			Some groups dress the same. One group always dresses exactly alike: black leggings, white T-shirts, high ponytails, and Adidas. Sometimes they change their shirts and stuff, but they always dress the same. There’s another group that wears Converse, and the sporty girls wear mostly yoga pants, but not always the same colors. My friends just wear whatever, but a lot of groups like to dress alike. I guess it’s fun, but I’m glad I don’t have to do that.

			—A fifth-grade girl

			The thing that bugs me the most is you can never have a bad day because someone else always has a worse day. If I say something about why I’m in a bad mood, three other girls start telling their stories so everyone has to listen to them. It’s like the person with the worst story wins the lunch table. So I just don’t tell anyone because what’s the point?

			—A sixth-grade girl

			I don’t know how to get a group because I’m new and everyone has a group. I had a group at my old school. Groups are good because you know you have friends.

			—A first-grade girl

			I don’t exactly like to be a group “leader” because then you have to tell the group what to do, and kids don’t like to be told what to do or if their ideas don’t work. I like to be in the middle of the group and listen a lot and just do my part of the project.

			—A fourth-grade girl

			The popular girls are pretty, and the boys laugh at all their jokes. They aren’t always mean, but they don’t like to make new friends.

			—A third-grade girl

			On my first day of graduate school at the University of Pennsylvania, I sat in a crowded auditorium with a large group of strangers, wondering how to start over again. Nervous chitchat filled the room until a professor stood before us and asked us to take out a paper and a pen and answer one simple question: Who are you? We were asked to write down the many roles we played in life, but we only had one minute to do it. I quickly scribbled a list of roles: daughter, sister, granddaughter, friend, nanny, student, and a few others I can’t recall. At the very end, with a few seconds left on the clock, I wrote, “I AM ME,” in bold letters. Years later I would stumble across that list in my old bedroom and wonder why I didn’t just write that simple phrase and leave it at that. Why is it that being “me” never felt like enough?

			In over 18 years of working with children and adolescents, I’ve witnessed a few common themes in girl world. One is that, despite living in a time when women are making great leaps in many fields, young girls are still conditioned to question themselves at every turn. Another is that girl world is infected with competition right now, and not the healthy kind that leads to risk taking and limit pushing. Finally, low self-esteem, which has a direct impact on things like assertiveness and self-confidence, is a significant roadblock for many young girls. In fact, the quotes you just read span those 18 years (and that’s a very small sample). Bottom line: Growing up girl has never been easy, and it’s time to help our youngest girls and hopefully get ahead of some of the negativity.

			In 2008, the Dove Self-Esteem Fund released the findings of a survey they commissioned titled “Real Girls, Real Pressure: A National Report on the State of Self-Esteem,” and the results were startling.1 Results of the survey (which included input from more than 4,000 girls between the ages of 8 and 17) indicated that there is a self-esteem crisis for young girls that affects everything from family relationships to academic performance to peer relationships to how they look. The survey showed that 7 in 10 girls feel that they are not good enough or do not measure up in some way. It also showed that 62 percent of all girls feel insecure or unsure of themselves, and 75 percent of girls with low self-esteem reported engaging in negative activities (examples include disordered eating, bullying, and cutting, to name a few) when feeling bad about themselves.

			A 2006 study conducted by Girls, Inc., a nonprofit organization that inspires girls to be “strong, smart, and bold,” sheds even more light on the silent struggles that girls endure.2 Fifty-six percent of girls responding to the survey agreed that girls are expected to speak softly and not cause trouble, 44 percent agreed that the smartest girls in school are not popular, 60 percent reported that they often feel stressed, and 69 percent of girls reported being concerned about their appearance. Two more numbers of note from this study: 74 percent of girls said they were under a lot of pressure to please everyone, and 45 percent said girls are told not to brag about things they do well. As it turns out, that third-grade girl who warned me about the dangers of showcasing your talents was simply responding to societal pressure that girls internalize every single day.

			While some of these numbers probably triggered a feeling of complete and utter panic in some of you (I know I broke into a cold sweat when I first read them), I’m here to tell you that there is good news in all of this. First things first: The Dove Self-Esteem Fund reports that the top wish among all girls is for their parents to communicate better with them. We can do that! Second, their numbers show that 91 percent of girls ages 8 to 12 turn to their mothers as a resource when they feel bad about themselves, and 54 percent (in that same age group) turn to their fathers.3 This, right here, is the coveted silver lining in all of this. Yes, girls are struggling. Yes, relational aggression remains a problem, and it’s happening at younger ages (more on that in chapter 1). Yes, very young girls are conflicted and internalizing mixed messages about growing up girl. But they are seeking help from Mom and Dad.

			There are a lot of wonderful resources out there to help parents help their girls navigate the often tricky middle and high school years, but the fact is that young girls (think preschoolers on up) are struggling with these sophisticated “big girl” problems without the necessary skills to cope. My office sometimes feels like a revolving door of girl-world problems, and the parents are often shocked and confused by the issues their early elementary (even kindergarten) girls face on any given day.

			That’s where No More Mean Girls comes in. I’ve worked with girls as individuals, in groups, and with their families. One thing I’ve seen many times over is that the earlier girls work through these confusing and sometimes messy social and emotional conundrums, the better off they are at navigating tricky situations in middle school, high school, and beyond. No More Mean Girls is written with younger girls in mind. You’ll find information and strategies to help your girls from preschool through middle school with developing friendships; dealing with relational aggression and other forms of bullying; and developing self-esteem, assertiveness skills, resiliency, and more. This isn’t just another parenting book meant to guide parents through the storm; this is a book to use with your daughter. This is a journey you can take together.

			No More Mean Girls is a call to action to empower young girls to work through their obstacles, work together, and build each other up. Girls have the power to flip the script on the “queen bee” narrative and reach for the high bar as a collective group. They don’t have to push each other down in an effort to succeed, and they don’t have to fight for social status. They can be kind, confident, and resilient while supporting one another through the ups and downs of childhood and adolescence.

			The therapist in me wants to share every piece of interesting research on growing up girl to help you see the bigger picture, but the parent in me knows that time is always a commodity. With that in mind, No More Mean Girls highlights some interesting research findings, but it’s balanced with anecdotes that bring these issues to life and with actionable steps your daughter can take to work through her own struggles. While you certainly can read this book chapter by chapter, you can also skip around and read about the subject matter that applies to your daughter right now. One thing I know about girls is that they shift and change almost overnight. I’ve seen highly confident girls suddenly question every thought they have and girls with low self-esteem morph into assertive girls. You might find that friendship building is the pressing issue right now, but peer pressure becomes the new problem to tackle in just a few months.

			When you see “Parent-Teacher Conference” boxes along the way, that’s your cue to stop and digest some key points that will help you process the information before you work through it with your daughter. You might find a list of symptoms of low self-esteem, for example, followed by some talking points to help start some of these difficult parent-child conversations. I call these boxes the “Parent-Teacher Conference” because as much as parents tend to seek resources when their kids are struggling, teachers spend the majority of the day with our girls. They are in the trenches. It is my greatest hope that both parents and teachers will utilize this book as a resource.

			The “Girls Can!” sections provide activities and strategies to use with your daughter. That “with” is actually super important. When I ask girls what they want most from their parents, I hear a lot of “to spend time with me,” “to just listen,” and “to help me without telling me what to do.” Make no mistake, our girls want our help (despite the eye rolls, feet stomping, and door slamming that sometimes occur), but they want us to work with them. They don’t want the same tired advice (“Just don’t let it get to you”) or the one story they’ve heard 70 billion times. They want us to connect, to listen, and to get through this complicated stuff together.

			Here’s the deal: I would love for you to read some of this book with your daughter. Or at least read the “Girls Can!” parts of it to her. As a mom, I know all too well the pull to protect my daughter from the bad stuff, but as a therapist I know that when I talk about stuff like relational aggression, self-esteem, media (including social media, TV, movies, and music), and cyberbullying (in all its many forms) with my daughter, I empower her. I guide her through it and give her the information she needs to make positively navigating murky territory like Snapchat (or whatever the next big thing is) a little easier. Do this together. Resist the urge to read and lecture, and instead talk openly about this stuff.

			Here’s what I don’t want you to do: feel guilty about the choices you’ve made so far or worry that you’re doing it all wrong. You’re not. I hear this from parents more than you might think. They read my writing (or sit and listen in my office) and instead of seeing the possibilities, they see the so-called failures. There’s a reason #momfail is a popular hashtag. We all feel it at times. This time, as you read this book, look for the possibilities. Look for the course corrections that will help your daughters thrive as they grow.

			As you read No More Mean Girls, you might find that you feel overwhelmed at times. This is difficult subject matter, especially given that we’re talking about very young girls. We all want to protect our girls from things like relational aggression, cyberbullying, and social exclusion, and sometimes it might even feel like avoidance of these topics works to some degree. But if we don’t deal with what’s happening around us, we never truly learn to cope.

			There’s also the issue of parental guilt. Believe me, you’re not alone on that front. If you read something about how sarcasm affects our girls and your gut check leaves you feeling guilty on that one, give yourself permission to shed that guilt. Parenting is trial and error most of the time. It’s messy, complicated, and downright overwhelming, but it’s also heartwarming, fulfilling, and beautiful. You can’t beat yourself up about what you might have done. What you can do is meet your daughter where she is and start there today. You can move forward in a new light and make positive changes that help your daughter thrive.

			Girls are growing up in a rapidly changing world, and girlhood is full of obstacles. No More Mean Girls is here to help you navigate those obstacles and raise strong, confident, and compassionate young girls. Now get to it!
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CHAPTER 1

			What’s in a Friend?

			The way we will survive is by being kind.

			—Amy Poehler

			My mom says [my classmate] is a mean girl. You know? Like the queen bee? The one who tells everyone else what to do and who to talk to?

			—A third-grade girl

			Mean girls and queen bees certainly aren’t a new phenomenon, and these popular labels have been around for quite some time now, but hearing those words out of the mouth of an eight-year-old girl was a bit jarring. I didn’t know the “mean girl” in question, so my frame of reference was limited. What I did know was the girl in front of me had her mind made up: That other girl was labeled and placed in the “Do not friend” file.

			The “mean girl” narrative is so old that it even pops up in literature I read as a child. In fact, when I began reading a well-loved copy of Little Women to my daughter not long ago, I found (two pages in) that “mean girls” have a long history in the life of girls:

			“I don’t believe any of you suffer as I do,” cried Amy, “for you don’t have to go to school with impertinent girls, who plague you if you don’t know your lessons, and laugh at your dresses, and label your father if he isn’t rich, and insult you when your nose isn’t nice.”1

			For reference, Louisa May Alcott first published Little Women in two installments in 1868 and 1869. Yes, mean girls come with the territory of girlhood, it seems. What’s different is that those queen bees are getting younger and younger.

			I was working as a school-based therapist in Los Angeles in early 2001 when I first noticed a subtle shift in the way elementary school girls related to one another. It was a small school, and the kids generally got along, but the tides turned for one particular group of girls in fourth grade. Together since first or second grade, they knew each other well and always sat in the same spots for lunch every day. Until they didn’t. One day, three girls broke off and left the others devastated.

			Molly was the first to come to me, a look of pure outrage across her face. In fairness, Molly was often outraged about something—homework, lessons she found boring, not enough to do at recess. She was the kind of kid who had advocacy running through her blood. On this particular day, the outrage was more personal. She was the first out to lunch and secured the usual table. Two of her daily lunch mates sat down within minutes, but three others never showed. After scanning the playground, Molly caught sight of them sitting under some trees.

			In Molly’s version of events, she walked over to the girls and politely inquired about why they weren’t with the group. I knew her well enough to know that she likely marched over, fists clenched at her sides, demanding answers. Either way, the answer was a blow to Molly. “We just want to be alone today.”

			Had this been a one-time occurrence, it wouldn’t have mattered much. But day after day for nearly a month, the three girls took off without inviting the others. They moved their seats in the classroom. They stopped playing with the other girls during recess. It was as if they formed a completely separate group. And the ones left behind felt hurt, confused, and abandoned.

			At the time, I struggled to make sense of how the group reached that point. Sure, friends argue and kids often make new friends and move on from friendships that aren’t working. But this felt different. It was as if someone took a giant Sharpie and drew a clear line down the middle of the group. Was it media influence? Older siblings? Did something catastrophic happen within the group? In reality, it wasn’t any of those things. It was a powerful combination of frustration and poor communication skills.

			After what felt like thousands of grievances and explanations coming in from both sides of the issue, I decided to offer a new solution. I created a girls’ lunch group that met once a week during the lunch/recess period. It was open to any girl who wanted to join, and it was often packed. As it turned out, the girls were fairly bored at recess, and this negatively affected their relationships. They were high on complaints but low on solutions.

			The larger problem, however, was that they were growing up and growing apart and needing some space some of the time, but they weren’t communicating those feelings. Instead of talking to each other, they split off. Issues that annoyed them but went unsaid in an effort to avoid being “mean” came out in those lunch groups. It was slow at first, but a few weeks in they were sharing and communicating and yelling and apologizing. They talked about behaviors that bugged them (like one girl who always took over every conversation) and what they really wanted from a friend. It wasn’t always perfect, but they were learning to work through the stuff that bothered them and caused them to pull away from one another.

			If I’m being honest, there were weeks when I was convinced that this plan to reunite friends and teach social skills wasn’t even making a dent in the problem. I didn’t use a curriculum because I wanted to meet these girls where they were and go from there. It was complicated by the fact that the group was large and the lunch/recess period was short. But the day that I asked each of them to write a friendship compliment (a kind thought about one of their friends) on a balloon and toss it in the air was the day that everything changed. The girls laughed together as they tossed balloons around the room. They jumped around, joked, and acted like kids again. They let go of their insecurities and got lost in the moment. After that, they began to find their way again. Little by little, they chipped away at the negativity and worked through their friendship struggles. They also learned an important lesson: They could be friends and support one another without sitting in the same seats each day and following each other around.

			In recent years, I’ve seen this behavior in girls as young as kindergarten. Behavior that was once considered middle school-ish in nature has trickled down to the early elementary years. By middle school, many girls have more complex social relationships. When they exclude others, spread gossip, or take to social media to air their grievances about other girls, they do it with intent to hurt. Young children, on the other hand, don’t yet have the advanced social skills to understand this behavior, but they do engage in it. When a group decides to exclude one girl, for example, many of the girls in the group are likely to know that it’s wrong and even feel uncomfortable about it, but they won’t necessarily have the language to express it or the assertiveness skills to put a stop to it. Bystanders are everywhere.

			
Parent-Teacher Conference


			Young children tend to engage in black-and-white (all-or-nothing) thinking and other cognitive distortions. Watch for these kinds of thought patterns when it comes to friendship troubles:

			
					Overgeneralizing—Making a broad conclusion based on a single incident (e.g., I left her out one time, and she was upset, so now she’ll never want to hang out with me).

					Catastrophizing—Putting more weight on the worst possible outcome than makes sense given the circumstances (e.g., She’ll never be my friend because I don’t play soccer).

					Magnifying or minimizing—These are the “mountains out of molehills” kids.

					Mind reading—These kids tend to infer (incorrectly) another child’s thoughts based on behavior or facial expressions.

					Blaming—Some kids can always find a way to blame the other child.

					Discounting the positive—Some kids will see a positive communication as a mistake and focus on the perceived negatives instead (e.g., She only said “hi” because I was with her other friend; she really doesn’t like me).

					Predicting outcomes—These are the fortune-tellers (e.g., I know that group won’t want me to sit with them, so I won’t try).

					All-or-nothing thinking—I see this one a lot with young girls (e.g., She didn’t sit at my table, so obviously we aren’t friends anymore).

			

			

			A young girl midway through kindergarten came to me wringing her hands and staring at her feet. Silenced by guilt, she struggled to get a word out. A few rounds of Uno later, she finally met my eyes and started to cry. She had made a “huge” mistake that day. Two girls told her that to play house with them she had to leave her closest friend behind. She really wanted to play house at recess that day, but it came at a price. The price was that it wasn’t any fun. She spent the whole recess looking over at her friend, who was alone in the yard, wishing that she could go back in time and change her mind. Instead of breaking away to apologize, she watched and stood silent. She didn’t think she could fix the problem, so instead she worked herself into a stomachache and worried that her best friend was lost forever. She made a big assumption that day, and that assumption (which was, in fact, incorrect) caused emotional upset for her friend and for her.

			One thing I have found over and over again in my practice is that young girls struggle with the art of friendship making. Years ago, preschools and kindergarten classrooms spent a fair amount of time working on things like social skills and character development. These days, childhood is on fast-forward, and kids are cruising through the early years without learning essential life skills. They don’t have the time to practice friendship skills, and they don’t get the necessary feedback to learn better ways to relate.

			When I was in fourth grade, I started a girls’ club with my best friend and one other friend. It was an impulse club, most likely started to keep meddling brothers away. We spent one Saturday afternoon in my best friend’s basement making signs for our nonexistent clubhouse. We called ourselves the Smelly Sneakers. Pretty catchy, don’t you think? And we made the colossal mistake of discussing the club the following Monday morning at school. By lunch, word had spread, and the teacher called us in to talk about what it feels like to be left out. Despite the fact that the club was nothing but a poster and a funny name (it wasn’t our intention to be “exclusive”; we just happened to play together that day), clubs were outlawed and the Smelly Sneakers came to a quick demise. The three of us learned an important lesson: Even when you think something is just funny, you might hurt someone else’s feelings. Think twice.

			In hindsight, that was an early peek into what could have become relational aggression. Our teacher took the time to teach us about the potential impact of a secret club. She might not have used words like “empathy” and “compassion,” but she did get us thinking about what it would feel like to be the one on the outside. When we went back out to play, we joined the larger group, and that was the end of clubs. From that point on, we all played in groups during recess based on what we wanted to play. That was then; this is now.

			With young girls living fairly scripted lives—playdates are planned on their behalf, afternoons are full of structured activities (coached or taught by adults), weekends are jam-packed with games and parties (overseen by adults)—they don’t have the opportunities to practice these necessary friendship skills. The Smelly Sneakers might have been a friendship fail, but three girls learned some very important lessons from it, and that translated to better social skills down the line. Unfortunately, girls don’t always have the time or opportunities to learn these important social skills on their own because their days are heavily supervised.

			What Is Relational Aggression?

			Relational aggression plays a significant role in girl world right now. I can’t tell you how many messages I field about this very topic. Part of the problem is that it’s confusing at best. It’s difficult for girls, parents, and teachers to determine when an act of unkindness is a social misstep due to lack of sophisticated social skills versus when it’s a deliberate act to harm another girl. Relational aggression is also very difficult to spot. Things like alliance building and gossip can be carried out in whispers (or under the cover of technology), making it hard for teachers to “see” the behavior in real time.

			The Ophelia Project, a national nonprofit organization with expertise in relational aggression, defines relational aggression as “behavior that is intended to harm someone by damaging or manipulating his or her relationships with others.”2 A few fast facts shared by the Ophelia Project paint a fairly grim picture. According to their statistics, 48 percent of students are regularly exposed to relational aggression.3 Another study shows that students ages 11–15 reported that they were exposed to 33 acts of relational aggression during a typical week.4

			Being the victim of relational aggression can come with some long-term consequences. In fact, relational aggression is said to be as painful and devastating as physical blows, and the negative effects of these behaviors can last even longer.5 Part of this is no doubt due to the fact that relational aggression is hard to spot, and that makes it difficult to address. When girls do come forward, it’s often viewed as “girl drama” (my least favorite word combination ever), or it quickly becomes a “she said—she said” debate. It’s a lose-lose for the victim (and the aggressor, if we’re being honest, because she doesn’t learn how to be a better friend or how to stop hurting other girls).

			Relational aggression comes in many forms these days, and advances in technology mean that very young girls are dealing with some very mature issues, whether or not they’re developmentally prepared to do so. The average age that a child gets a smartphone is 10.3 years. That’s roughly fourth grade. But what it really means is that there are some younger girls walking around with technology in their pockets. Once upon a time, relational aggression was restricted to note passing and rumor spreading, but these days a group text can take down a child in an instant. Is sheltering our daughters from technology the answer? No. Understanding what’s happening, familiarizing ourselves with the communication patterns of the modern girl, and educating our girls is a much better approach.
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			Relational aggression has been observed in kids as young as preschool and comes with big consequences:

		
					School absences

					Mental health issues (depression, anxiety, suicidal thoughts)

					Headaches and stomachaches

					Poor academic performance

					Behavioral problems (at school and at home)

					Eating disorders

					Substance abuse

			

				

			To that end, it helps to know a bit about relational aggression. Gossip, rumor spreading, public embarrassment, social exclusion, and alliance building are all considered forms of relational aggression. Not sure what that means or where to draw the line between, say, wanting to sit with another kid and exclusion? You’re not alone. This stuff is difficult to deal with because so much of it flies under the radar. And while an act of relational aggression might seem purposeful and intended to harm, it can also be a sign of poor social skills. That’s why it’s vital that we teach girls about the whole arc of friendship making early on. We can’t sit around and wait for social blunders to morph into relational aggression; we have to be proactive. We owe it to our girls to help them understand how their actions can negatively affect others and what to do instead.

			Seven-year-old Sophia had a
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					Anxious or nervous behaviors (nail biting, hair twirling, clinging)

					Psychosomatic complaints such as headaches or stomachaches, particularly before school or social events

					Often alone during lunch and appears to lack friends

					Appears withdrawn or depressed

					Avoids recess or sits alone at recess

					Change in academic performance

					Acts out in class or at home; might even turn the tables and bully others

					Talks about having no friends or being “hated”

					Talks about death or engages in self-harm behaviors such as cutting

					Sleep disturbance

					Changes in eating habits

			

			

			
			
			Gossip and Rumors
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					Is gossip always mean?

					How does it feel when you tell a friend a secret but your friend tells another person?

					How does it feel to be the one spreading those secrets?

					What’s the difference between gossip and rumors?

					When does sharing stories become gossip?

					Is it ever okay to share information about others? When?

					How is gossip spread? (word of mouth, notes, technology)

					What can you do to repair the damage if you are the one spreading gossip?
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					Refute the rumor.

					Meet a negative with a positive.

					Say something kind to the victim of the rumor.

					Get help from an adult.

			

			

			
			
					When I have the latest info on someone, other girls want to hear my story.

					Sharing stories about other girls helps me fit in.

					Gossiping is fun!

					Everyone gossips!

					Telling something bad about another girl makes me seem like I’m better than her.

					If I’m mad at my friend, I can share her secrets to get back at her.

			

			
			
			Building Alliances and Social Exclusion

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
Parent-Teacher Conference


			
			
					A minor grievance between two friends can be escalated by alliance building.

					Many problems between young girls are misunderstandings due to different levels of social sophistication.

					Using alliance building to exclude one group member can lead to social isolation, anxiety, and/or depression for the one who is excluded.

					It has become common practice for young girls to build and use alliances for the sole purpose of “punishing” a girl who “wronged” another girl.

					When girls struggle with conflict resolution, they are likely to engage in alliance building as a form of support.

					Sometimes girls invent conflicts or grievances to get one girl out of the group.

					Girls do switch roles at times—you might find that the “victim” is actually the aggressor attempting to garner adult support.

			

			

			
			
			
			Public Humiliation

			
			
			
			
			
Parent-Teacher Conference


			
			
		
					Teasing is generally clever, lighthearted, and fun.

					Teaser and target switch roles often.

					Words are not hurtful in nature.

					Intended to make the other child laugh with the teaser.

					Teaser stops when someone objects to the teasing or asks the teaser to stop.

			


			
			
					Teasing is one-sided, and the teaser is in a position of power.

					Teasing doesn’t stop when the target objects.

					Can be humiliating and cruel.

					Intended to harm the target.

					Teaser wants to get others to laugh at (not with) the target.
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					Cruel comments about appearance (even when a girl adds “JK!”).

					Using demeaning gestures behind another girl’s back (examples might include imitating that girl, eye rolls, pretending to cry, dirty looks, etc.).

					Taunts or insults in public places (lunch room, recess yard, hallways).

					Making a joke of hiding personal property.

					Leaving notes or using technology to make cruel jokes and get other kids in on the joke.

			

				

			The Fast-Tracking of Girlhood
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					Sarcasm is difficult to understand and often feels hurtful.

					Young girls don’t always understand the context of the conversation, but they do understand voice tone, exasperated sighs, and eye rolls.

					It doesn’t actually resolve the issue.

					It’s embarrassing.

					It can lead to girls developing negative core beliefs (e.g., I’m bad, I’m unlikable, even my mom thinks I’m annoying).

					Many girls tell me that they avoid talking to their moms about personal issues because they are afraid they will either be dismissed or met with “mean jokes” (that’s kid talk for sarcasm).

			

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Getting Back to Basics
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					Ages 3–5: 10–13 hours

					Ages 6–12: 9–12 hours

					Ages 13–18: 8–10 hours13

			


			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Girls Can!

			Make a Friendship Tree

			
			
			
			
			Conversation Starters

			
			
			
			
			Self Report Card

			
			
			
					Complimented a friend

					Helped a friend in need

					Invited someone into my group

					Used kind words

					Listened to others

			

			
			
			Define “Mean Girl” Behavior

			
			
			
			Upstanders and Supporters

			
			
					Upstanders: Stand up to bullies with words or actions. Practice upstander phrases at home (e.g., “Stop! I don’t like it when you treat my friends that way”).

					Supporters: You don’t have to use your voice to lend your support. If standing up to a bully feels hard, something as simple as making eye contact with the victim or standing near the victim can show support and help the victim feel less alone.

			

			Faces of Me

			
			
			
			
			
			Friendship Troubles Dos and Don’ts

			
			
			
			
					Say that you need time to think. You don’t have to solve every problem right away.

					Talk about how you’re feeling.

					Use “I” statements to avoid the blame game (e.g., “I feel embarrassed when other people make jokes about me”).

					Take responsibility for your role in a conflict.

					Use a calm but assertive voice to communicate your thoughts (see chapter 8 for more on building assertiveness skills).

					Be honest.

					Listen.

					Consider your friend’s perspective.

					Work together: State the problem. Talk about feelings on both sides. Brainstorm possible solutions.

					Talk it out with a trusted adult if you don’t know how to solve the problem.

			

			
			
					Exaggerate or lie to make the situation seem bigger than it is.

					Gossip or build alliances to get other friends in on the conflict.

					Blame. It takes two to have a conflict.

					Use the silent treatment to retaliate. It never solves a problem and often makes the problem worse. If you need time alone to think, tell your friend.

					Pretend you have no feelings or keep your face devoid of emotions.

					Use phrases like “whatever” or “I don’t care” to hide your true feelings.

					Talk over your friend.

					Taunt your friend to make onlookers laugh.

					Dismiss your friend’s feelings.

			

			Play “Tattle or Tell”

			
			
			Solve the Maze

			
			
			
			
			Lifesavers!

			
			
			
			
			Friendship Cookie Recipe

			
			
			
			
			Celebrate Your Own Friendships

			
			
			Keys to Friendship
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