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I dedicate this book to all the girls who profoundly expanded my mind and heart, helping to heal the teenage girl inside of me.




AUTHOR’S NOTE

To respect the privacy of the teenage girls who shared their thoughts and stories with me, I have changed names and some identifying details, and in some instances, I created composites due to the commonality of their stories.

But also know, a lot of teenage girls read, edited, and consulted on this book during the entire process, holding me accountable to their most honest, collective truth.





“I want to inform them that I am not silent because I have nothing to say. I am silent because nobody is listening.”1

KELSEY SUTTON






INTRODUCTION (FEAR)

Teenage girls want to scream. A cathartic, stunning, determined, relentless scream. A transformative scream that tears down emotional walls and connects to what’s true. A battle cry loud enough to shatter the glass above her and obliterate what tries to contain her. A scream that requires everyone to listen, really listen.

It’s not the scream of annoyance that we hear in moments of her exasperation. Rather an earth-shaking scream that emerges from her own exquisite power. A scream we aren’t hearing because it’s trapped inside, stifled by a world that fears teenage girls.

A fear that silences them.

They’re dismissed as “hormonal,” “crazy,” and “dramatic,” which minimizes their voice until it’s silent. The narrative of fear has become so normalized that we don’t even question it. The examples are so easy to draw from because they’re still so commonplace and familiar:

Expectant parents who are relieved that they’re having a boy because they’ve heard about the terror and emotional lawlessness of a teenage girl.

Mothers who remember how much they fought with their own moms and who are now scared of being hated by their own teenage girl.

Fathers who worry about defending their little girl from male suitors, forcefully trying to control her choices.

Schools fearing the way teenage girls dress, inventing rules to ensure their “modesty.”

Adults scared of the sexuality that fills teenage girls’ social media feeds, harshly judging them with labels of “shallow,” “too sexy,” and “irresponsible.”

Cliché? Sure. But also, very much the prevailing way our society stereotypes teenage girls. This fear seeps into our own insecurities, knowing that a teenage girl has the ability to rip us apart at any moment with her cutting, perceptive words. Even if you’re a person who likes to encourage and support teenage girls, it’s still easy to succumb to our societal fear of her vocal, emotional, and sexual potential. It’s much easier to hide behind walls of misunderstanding and avoidance. Because if we look honestly… we’ll see a teenage girl’s vast and electric power.

A power that has been bound up, warped, and restrained because people don’t know what to do with it. They don’t know how to connect to it. Out of that fear and lack of understanding, we squash the liberated, fierce, passionate spirit right out of that bright, smiling, limitless face, until she’s consumed by “perfection” and pleasing others. Until she’s lost in a blur of teenage angst. We squash—and consequently, I’ve come to learn, over years of working closely with teenage girls—we’ve been squashing a wildly underestimated force for good in the world.



For the last 16 years, I’ve had the great honor of being welcomed into a rarefied space—having earned the trust of teenage girls. As a private tutor and mentor, I get hours upon hours of concentrated, intimate, and depth-filled conversation covering the topics in her brain. This is the brain I want to welcome everyone into, loudly proclaiming at the entrance: “Not Shallow. Only for Swimmers who can handle the Deep End.” Her brain is filled with questions and thoughts on relationships, world history, sexism, self-confidence, psychology, grades, eating disorders, social media, math, racism, love, birth control, literature, resilience, colonialism, body image, chemistry, TV, social justice, grammar, boys, finances, God, teachers, sports, queer identities, college, self-compassion, celebrities, Spanish, anxiety, sex, climate change, spelling, feminism, emotions, tests, fashion, biology, stress, ethics, parents, sexual assault, movies, politics, rejection, careers, mental health, volunteering, bullying, perfectionism, or one of the other eight million things going through her mind.

We talk endlessly with each other because it’s an incredibly special and safe space where I invite a teenage girl to be her full self. With me, she can be that girl who wants to scream because I tell her that I still have that girl inside of me too.

I’ve become the person who she texts at 10 p.m. overwhelmed with anxiety and needing encouragement. Sharing with me both her stress while sobbing and her wins during a celebratory meal, she knows I’m the person who believes her and believes in her. I’m the person who brings over Krispy Kreme donuts to celebrate her coming out to her friends. I’m the person who agrees that Timothée Chalamet is a national treasure and who will happily dissect the love triangles that saturate teenagers’ favorite TV shows. We’ll also read a summer book together for fun and go on hikes to discuss it. Her family will often invite me into meaningful moments, sitting in the “family section” at a bat mitzvah or being asked to officiate her wedding someday. Without encroaching on the vital role of a parent, I create a relationship with teenage girls that carries a tone of ease and care, which grows out of sharing so much of our lives together.

A huge priority with this book is to hand the microphone over to the voices of teenage girls so that we all can hear them and listen to them. These girls have taught me more than I’ve ever taught them. I’ve been in some very difficult trenches with them, and the lessons I’ve learned are for everyone. If you have a teenage girl in your life, I promise that after reading this book you will learn how to better understand, connect with, and support her. And if you don’t have a teenage girl in your life, I promise you will personally heal and grow from the lessons that these girls vulnerably share here. They represent the change we’re all yearning for and also the fear that holds us back.

Underestimated is informed by thousands of hours spent with over a hundred teenage girls, varying in socioeconomic status, ability, location, sexual orientation, religion, cultural background, and about half of them identifying as not white. The topic of each chapter was chosen by girls telling me their specific struggles. Each chapter then reveals the inspiring lessons these girls have taught me around that specific struggle. I’ve found that the solution to a teenage girl’s well-being lies within her—she just needs someone to believe in her power to discover it.

So many books refer to teenage girls with a top-down mentality, where the power lies with the adult, advising parents on how to get their daughter to do what they want. In contrast, we’re going to ask the teenage girl what she wants. I’m hoping you’ll be pleasantly surprised by the rewards this brings. I’m asking you to expect the unexpected. These girls are offering a new path forward for all of us.

Underestimated is an intimate, gutsy dive into the Deep End. A place that’s largely unexplored. Fifteen-year-old Waverly couldn’t hold back her excitement to share her experiences, and as a flood of deep thoughts poured out of her, she declared:

“I’ve been waiting my whole life to be asked these questions!”

Teenage girls love to be asked smart, pointed questions. Not questions with a secret agenda, not questions trying to bond with them, not generalized questions like “How is school?” They like questions relating to their honest thoughts on the type of topics specified by Underestimated’s chapter titles. Interestingly, when I told teenage girls I was writing this book, many of them exclaimed, “Oh good, because you actually understand me!!”

I’ve learned that teenage girls feel profoundly misunderstood all the time. This sparked my question for all of them:

“If there was one thing you wished that adults understood about teenage girls, what would it be?”

The resounding answer was:

“We’re a lot smarter than you think we are.”

When I asked sixteen-year-old Peeta, who didn’t answer with that response right away, she rolled her eyes and said, “Oh, well, that’s just too obvious. Of course we’re smarter than they think. Honestly, there are soooo many things I wish they’d understand better. Like everything.”

That was another popular answer: “Everything.”

By revealing many of their mysteries in this book, I’m hoping to change the status quo of how teenage girls are viewed, because they thrive when they feel understood. This feeling strengthens them to step into their own happiness, wholeness, and power.

When I tell parents that I get teenage girls to open up, to be vulnerable and share, they furrow their brow in disbelief:

“How do you do that?” “She doesn’t want to talk to me!” “She’s mean.” “She won’t listen!” “She’s too cool for me.” “She’s so emotional.” “She snaps at me!” “I don’t know why she hates me!”

I hear you, and I’m going to help.

Maybe you’ve picked this book up because you’re having difficulty connecting with or relating to your daughter. In these pages, I share ways to create a clean slate, so that a deeper connection can be made between you. Having had so many parents ask me how to talk to their daughters, it inspired me to actually provide you with the words, questions, and comments that will impact her most.

And because I love efficiency, I’ve included five core insights at the end of each chapter and a guide in Appendix 2 that explicitly gives you words to expand conversations to develop connections not only with teenage girls but also with yourself and others.

Rather than teenage girls rolling their eyes at your questions, I’m offering you the language that will expand your conversations in a way that allows more admiration and respect to flow into your relationship. I’m also going to model how to sincerely communicate with a tone that a girl can hear and take in. And as a result, she won’t feel so misunderstood. She will feel seen and heard.

And when that happens, she’s straight-up going to like you more. And you’re going to like her more.

That’s when it gets really fun. I’m going to bring you into the magic that happens when a teenage girl feels safe to be her authentic self. It’s a space filled with ups and downs, and so much love.

My relationship with teenage girls is different than that of a teacher or therapist because it’s a different type of intimacy that doesn’t require any type of judgment or evaluation. My insights are not clinical or academic, but rather they come from a long-term mentorship that connects with a teenage girl several times a week—in person or by FaceTime, text, voice note, Instagram DMs, or (gasp!) an old-fashioned phone call. I’ve been in the homes of incredibly influential families while also volunteering my time to work with girls from underserved communities, and most recently as the mentorship director of the nonprofit DemocraShe, a nationwide program that encourages and guides high school girls from diverse backgrounds into leadership roles.

When I mention parents in these pages, please know that my regard for them is filled with so much compassion, love, and respect. I feel profoundly honored by and grateful for the trust that parents have given me in supporting their daughters. I myself am not a parent, which I have to admit has definitely helped me enter territory where parents are oftentimes denied access. Girls have told me that it’s easier to admit their mistakes to me because they feel no pressure, judgment, or “parental vibes” from me, which helps create an environment where they feel safe to be incredibly honest. I’ve filled a different role in a teenage girl’s life that’s definitely not as difficult or complicated as a parent’s. Thankfully, it has offered me an inside look into a girl’s very human, universal struggles, allowing me to experience her full spectrum of wisdom.

Wisdom? Yes. We often think that age or experience is the main barometer of wisdom. Time offers significant lessons, but historically, we do not listen to our youth, even though they have always led the charge for progress. From the protests of the Vietnam War to the efforts to combat climate change today, our youth have been shouting for our attention. Instead, we dismiss them as young, thinking they don’t have the capacity for follow-through. And here again, we underestimate them. A frustrated 18-year-old Harper wants us to know:

“Teenage girls are incredibly deep thinking and deep feeling. But we’re socialized to be judged. Society beats out of us our strong sense of self-expression.”

In the pages that follow, you’re going to see society through a teenage girl’s eyes. We’re living in a world that’s yearning to be transformed, as humanity’s pain is everywhere, and our shifts toward healing, justice, and change are slow. Teenage girls struggle in this world.

There have been so many articles in American media in the last three years telling us that “teen girls are not okay,” “teenage girls report record levels of sadness,” and that there is a “mental health crisis for teen girls”… yes, I know, welcome to my book.

I will be sharing some distressing statistics about teenage girls’ struggles that might be outdated by the time you read this… or not. I encourage you to google the same statistic and see if it’s changed over time. I really hope that it has, but if not, that tells us something: We’re still doing the same old thing.

The struggles of teenage girls offer us so much insight into how we can create a different type of world. If you want a teenage girl to feel confident, whole, and empowered, then this conversation is the way forward.

As 17-year-old Lauryn describes: “I wish adults understood that we have a lot of fire in us because there is so much pushing down on us. We have no choice but to push back.”

Personally, I’ve needed to rediscover the teenage girl inside of me who had so much pushing down on her. There is a lot of discussion in the mental health space these days around healing your inner child, but there hasn’t been the same focus on the inner teenager. Adolescence is a completely different developmental stage, and it was the period of my life when familial and societal pressures engulfed me. I’ve been reconnecting with my inner teenager, with a new sense of love and permission for her voice to be heard.

Healing myself in this way has helped me give the teenage girls in my life what I desperately needed when I was their age. There were triggers inside of me that needed to be disarmed in order to connect more deeply with them. By better understanding my inner teenage girl, I’ve better understood these girls, and I invite you to have the same reflection because I believe it will help you connect to the teenage girl in your life more deeply. I’ll be vulnerably sharing parts of my story to model what that can look like. Like the girls I know, I had absorbed the world’s fear.

I’ve now gained clarity on how much fear we instill in girls, and I’ve witnessed how it keeps a girl quiet, cultivating the scream that feels trapped inside her. This silencing also creates angst. And a teenage girl’s angst is powerful.

As 15-year-old Jade told me, “The angst is coming from things not sitting right in my heart. It’s not that I want to create a world with more angst. Teenage girls have this fighting spirit because we can so clearly see what’s broken.”

Underestimated reveals what teenage girls want to tell the world about this brokenness. These girls have the solutions, but we need to empower their voices, not silence them. Teenage girls have a fighting spirit that can be a transformative power for good. They have a vision for a future that fills me with hope. Their powerful voices can motivate us to make more courageous choices. Their dynamic emotions can open up our hearts. Their wisdom can teach us how to be more human.

This book will help us create a world that stops underestimating teenage girls. They are a force that we must connect to—not squash, not dismiss, not judge, not change, not minimize, not control, and not fear. Instead, let’s listen to and love them exactly as they are.




CHAPTER ONE FEELINGS


Only in an open, nonjudgmental space can we acknowledge what we are feeling.1

—Pema Chödrön



Madelyn is a deeply sensitive 17-year-old girl with a generally calming presence. However, when she pops onto my computer for our regular Thursday FaceTime, she’s clearly frazzled and bothered, her distress spilling out of her like a powerful wave.

I ask her to tell me more about it, and she describes the argument she had with her friends earlier that day. I know the argument all too well myself. Trying to schedule a weekend hangout, coordinating everyone’s schedules, trying to make everyone happy, and then it all falls apart, and the hard work is lost and goes unappreciated.

As I listen, I think of so many pieces of advice I could give her. With my extra twenty years of experience trying to make plans with friends—I got this. I know exactly what to do to fix this problem for her. I’ll tell her what she did wrong and tell her the solution. That’s what she wants, right?

Most people reading this book will already know that trying to tell a teenage girl what to do… will not end well. Her eyes will glaze over in darkness as she snaps back a vicious tone that cuts off any sense of connection: “Never mind!” “Stay out of it!” “You don’t know what you’re talking about!” “You don’t understand!”

Every parent still seems to walk right into that trap, but I’ve learned that this instinct to advise and fix comes from an overall misunderstanding of what people, all people, truly need in that moment.

I wait until Madelyn is finished describing her turmoil. And then I say, “Yeah, that sucks.”

I had been listening to how she described her feelings throughout the story, remembering the exact words that she used. I reflect back to her, “I can understand why you’d feel frustrated and annoyed. I get why you’d be upset about your friends disrespecting your time and effort. Especially when your intentions were to simply create a fun time for everyone. That sucks.”

Madelyn’s entire face and body relax right in front of me. A wave of emotion wells up in her voice as she responds,

“Thanks for listening. None of my friends understood me, they didn’t get where I was coming from.”

In front of my eyes, I see what looks like an emotional weight lifting from her shoulders as she sits up a little straighter. Her smile is brighter, her tone is lighter, and the connection between us deepens. She felt seen, heard, understood, and all I had to do was agree that her emotions were valid. It wasn’t about me fixing something for her, which is generally our first inclination.

It must be strongly noted: this isn’t manipulation or fake sincerity. I genuinely put myself in Madelyn’s shoes and tried to think about how it would make me feel if I were in that situation. By leaning into empathy, it was easier for me to understand and validate her feelings. I gave her the acknowledgment she needed by reflecting her language and experience. She trusted me to listen. She trusted me to receive her exactly as she is, without me jumping to proclaim the lesson of her story.

I’ve come to learn that this is called holding space. Maybe you’ve never heard this term, or maybe you’re rolling your eyes because you have heard it—a lot. Either way, I haven’t found a better term to use, and until another emerges, holding space is what I’m calling it.

I wish that this way of validating emotions had come naturally to me, but no, this approach was developed through many painful moments of confronting a girl’s defenses and cracking my head on the wall of ice that she quickly produced as if she were Queen Elsa herself. The defense of a teenage girl is whip-fast and resolute. It’s not to be messed with. And I’ve come to love it. I look upon it with reverence, because now I see that she’s protecting herself. She’s putting up a boundary, granted it can carry a biting tone, but it’s a tool in her still-developing toolbox.

Adults, on the other hand, find themselves sharing something vulnerable and then patiently listening to other people’s advice, judgment, positive spin, minimization, and moral lessons, all the while flashing a fake smile and shoving their annoyed resentments deep into their soul only to be unearthed during the explosion of a midlife crisis. Perhaps we could nip it all in the bud and say, “I didn’t ask for advice on this.” However, that feels pretty biting as well, because it feels like no one is used to communicating boundaries.

Boundaries seem messy and uncomfortable, and maybe that’s because we have very little practice using them? Teenage girls have taught me some good boundary lessons, but I’ve also learned that an icy boundary isn’t necessary if we simply learn how to hold space for each other’s feelings.

In particular, I’ve learned that communication around holding space is key. No one can read another person’s mind. The best way to address that is to phrase everything as a question. When I see that a girl is struggling emotionally, I’ll ask her:

“What do you need right now? Do you need me to just listen while you vent?”

The answer is often yes, and so I just let her vent.

If I have problem-solving ideas, I ALWAYS ask if she wants my thoughts before I offer them. Interestingly, after I hold space, the girl usually does ask for my advice, key word being asks for my advice. It’s actually bizarre that we don’t simply shut up and listen more often because it seems that it would be a lot easier and spare a lot more hurt feelings.

This idea of holding space has been a critical lesson that I’ve learned from teenage girls. When a person listens without commentary to someone’s feelings, it creates a healing space where someone can healthily process emotions, feel understood, and deeply connect to their own humanity.

I’ve learned that it is absolutely the best way to offer love and support to not only teenage girls but to everyone. So why don’t people do it more often?

Well, providing that type of space means I need to be comfortable with feelings. Big feelings, which are also known as… feelings. Feelings are often big, but we’re so adept at blocking, avoiding, ignoring, and suppressing them that when we see a teenage girl FEELING HER FEELINGS, it can seem like a lot.

Teenage girls are renowned for feeling their feelings. It’s pretty much assumed that if you have a daughter, you need to prepare yourself for some type of emotional roller-coaster-obstacle-course-Olympic-race that you’ve already lost, fallen off the rails, and stumbled into a pile of mud that’s now smeared all over your face. Basically, parents of teenage girls are told “Good luck,” but you will definitely be destroyed. And the powerful ammunition that those girls yield? Big feelings.

When I asked girls what they wished adults would better understand about them, there were a lot of thoughts around expressing their emotions.

Fifteen-year-old Keisha told me: “I wish my parents would just let me express my feelings. If I’m sad, they just don’t understand. They make it seem like I’m not tough enough.”

Fourteen-year-old Viola shared: “Our hormones aren’t what make us emotional and have feelings. Everyone has feelings, we’re just feeling them.”

Some of the biggest feelings I’ve encountered with teenage girls have been around college applications. It’s particularly more intense when they have the pressure of being the first generation in their family to be applying or don’t have access to resources that can assist with the process. Big feelings appear whether it’s an application for a community college, an Ivy League school, or while figuring out if college is possible, affordable, or the right next choice. Even for the girls who are incredibly lucky to have a lot of support around applications and financial resources, the process is still treacherously emotional, navigating both extreme internal and external expectations. College seems to reflect a teenager’s entire future, dreams, parental dynamic, happiness, potential for success, and self-worth all rolled into one decision of acceptance or rejection. And there is… So. Much. Uncertainty.

Uncertainty and a lack of control are profoundly uncomfortable. I would absolutely love to tell a parent that I can unquestionably help their daughter get into her dream college. But I can’t. So instead, I swim around in the whirlpool of uncertainty trying to keep everyone—parents and kids—from choking on and drowning in their worries, perceived control, and identity crisis that always seems to occur during the college application process. It’s uncomfortable, and I hold a lot of space for a lot of feelings.

When a teenage girl comes to me with sobs and anxiety about college, another choice I have is to avoid and ignore her feelings. I could power through, pushing her toward endless deadlines and perfect essays. I’ve tried this.

Seventeen-year-old Joon would sit at her dining room table, looking at me in a panic three times a week. Everything in her life seemed to depend on her getting into Yale. And when she sank deep into her anxious feelings, I would steer her back to the tasks at hand without truly listening to her.

In my avoiding and ignoring her feelings, I didn’t hear her or understand her needs. I was too uncomfortable and worried about her achieving a very specific outcome, and there were parental pressures as well. She was verbally saying that Yale was her dream school, but then why did discussions of the University of Michigan seem to light her up from within? I can remember our conversations, and looking back, I can now hear her feelings being expressed with brand-new clarity. Her feelings around Michigan were excited, inquisitive, and inspired. Her feelings around Yale were anxious, overwhelmed, scared, and insecure. Instead of spending time with those feelings, acknowledging them, letting her feel them fully, we powered through.

“Powering through” is a habit often formed early on in life in order to avoid uncomfortable feelings. It’s a coping mechanism that emerges when we are presented with uncertainty. While this tool could end up helping to produce straight As on a report card, at the same time, it also cuts us off from a valuable connection to our emotions. Growing up, I used to think that if there was no solution around an emotion, then why bother allowing myself to feel it? That would be indulgent of me.

Like many girls, this conditioning descended upon me in my teenage years when my feelings were so big that they were scary. It seemed like no one in my life could handle my feelings, so it wasn’t safe to express them. That fear and lack of safety led to shutting down and powering through.

Joon and I were caught in that zone of stuck feelings because we were powering through applications too fast to even realize what she was feeling. We couldn’t slow down to acknowledge where Joon really hoped to go to college because it would require more courage and vulnerability. Joon and I would also need to have a very difficult conversation with her parents. They were very focused on smaller, New England schools with more prestigious names. I now vividly see how Joon and I wrapped ourselves up in the “go, go, go, do, do, do” intensity of applications that it felt like there wasn’t even time to process her feelings that she was excited by the idea of a larger school and not being in New England. It takes time to process feelings, and I’ve learned the hard way that fear will cut off that flow. We were so cut off that Joon didn’t even apply to Michigan.

And Joon didn’t get into Yale. She ended up going to Amherst, where she was very unhappy. During her second year, Joon found herself working on her application to transfer. This application process was different—I took so much time to listen to not only her words but also her feelings. Starting junior year, Joon would finally find herself at the University of Michigan, where she was profoundly happier. We both reflect on that time as a situation that taught us both necessary and meaningful lessons, but I still wish that I had heard her the first time. I wish that I had slowed down our process to give enough space for all of her authentic feelings.

Today, whether it’s about applying to college or having a fight with a friend, I actively invite a teenage girl to join me in that space with the simple question “How do you feel about that?”

I give her time to share, listening with no judgment and a lot of care. If she’s struggling to find the words, I don’t project one emotion onto her, but instead give her options so she can still find it for herself.

“Are you feeling anxious, frustrated, disappointed, worried? Any feelings are welcome here, even the hard ones.” After I listen and reflect her feelings, making sure she knows that I heard and understood them, I will often follow up with one of my favorite questions:

“How can I support you in this?”

This simple question will open surprising doors for connection with not only a teenage girl but with everyone in your life. These types of questions are compiled in the appendix for easy review, and I invite you to use them for countless situations.

When a girl is expressing feelings, her response to this question is often “Just listening helps. No one has acknowledged that this is hard.” Teenage girls soften in this space because they’re feeling heard and understood.

If she responds to this question with “I don’t know,” then I recommend just going with it, and keeping it really simple and easy: “Okay, all good. No pressure here.”

This type of rapport can take time and it’s important to meet her where she’s at. A girl might not yet have the words for the type of support she needs, and overall, I find that girls and adult women, myself included, are still learning how to connect with and understand their own needs. I’ll explore this more in the chapter People-Pleasing, but there are conversation techniques that can create more space for that discovery.

I find that people, including teenage girls, open up when you meet them exactly where they’re at, with no agenda. This means having no desired outcome and my tone has no traces of “I want you to agree with me” or “I want you to learn/understand this.” I need to be really honest with myself about this because a teenage girl will sniff out motive and judgment with animal instincts that can perceive a threat miles away. And if my honest reflection makes me realize that I do have an agenda, then I need to work to let go of that first.

Trusting myself to really listen, judgment-free, will help these conversations thrive.

As I was writing this book, in spring 2023, AI had just started gaining traction in our daily lives, and the very first reactions from teenage girls were really noteworthy to me. They had started to ask the My AI chatbot on Snapchat for advice on their problems, already calling it their therapist and best friend. That seemed like a quick jump, and I knew there was a reason. I dove in with questions, seeking to understand, and learned that the AI chatbot doesn’t judge them. That is why they feel connected to it and trust it with their problems.

To create human connection that can offer her nonjudgmental support, keep communication phrased as a question, with a tone of genuine curiosity. It gives her a feeling of respect and slows down the process to create more understanding.

This emotional understanding allows the relationship to expand into expressing positive emotions as well. While powering through emotions seems like it’s a successful tool to avoid difficulty, it’s actually a mechanism that closes us off from our truthful, emotional center. When I shut off my emotions, it also affects my ability to feel uplifting emotions, such as love, appreciation, joy, peace, and hope.

I grew up learning that there are “good” feelings and “bad” feelings, and if I work hard enough and do everything “right,” then I won’t feel those bad feelings. This is of course not possible, since hardship is part of absolutely every human being’s life, but this truth didn’t stop me from powering through under the false pretense, clinging to the hope that I could avoid pain. But in that avoidance, I cut off my vulnerability and consequently my authentic connection with others.

I see that feeling of disconnection in teenage girls when there aren’t safe spaces for them to express themselves. When people learn that I work with teenage girls, one of the first things they bring up is how girls are “mean.” I’ll expand on this in the chapter Friends, but unfortunately, I need to unequivocally say to everyone: Girls are not innately mean. It’s not a set characteristic that we can just conveniently blame. I see girls be mean when they don’t feel emotionally safe.

This state of fear and disconnection can be very dark. I’ve witnessed girls descend into isolation because the world is telling them “I’m judging your emotions,” which feels the same to her as “You’re not accepted for who you are.”

Feeling isolated and alone in one’s feelings can take quite a toll. For people in the United States ages ten to twenty-four, the suicide rate increased 57.4 percent from 2007 to 2018.2 Unfortunately, I’ve had many girls share with me that they’ve had suicidal thoughts, and I’ve guided these girls toward therapists and free counseling services, where there has been a lot of progress. Several girls have shared how they’ve struggled with self-harm through cutting. They were not asking me to help them to stop cutting, which they already had support for, but they were wanting someone to simply listen to their pain with love and care, and absolutely no shame and judgment. Simple responses go a long way:

“That’s so hard.” “I’m so sorry you’re going through this.” “Of course you feel upset.” “It makes sense you feel that way.”

If I jump to positivity, fixing, or powering through, then their emotional wall will go back up, and they probably won’t talk to any adult about it. Instead, I acknowledge the struggles that they face as teenagers.

Everyone and everything in a girl’s life is telling her what she “should” do or who she “should” be, so of course it can feel unsafe for her to share feelings and her authentic self. Soft-spoken and shy 17-year-old Izzy tensely furrows her brow, as she tries to express her feelings with me about this:

“Everyone is just so scared. My feelings will get so overwhelming that I start wondering if they’re valid, because my family can’t handle hearing them. So instead of processing them, I resist. I think adults are scared of my big feelings because they’re not connected to their own big feelings. It’s hard for them to have a moment of empathy and meet you where you’re at.”

Izzy is wisely sharing this common theme I’ve observed that when a teenage girl boldly expresses her big feelings, and she’s met with a resistant, analytical, or dismissive parent, she learns that her vulnerability and true self aren’t welcome there. While the parent thinks they’re helping by “solutioning” her problem, it actually has the reverse effect, forcing her to cling even harder to what she knows to be true.

A parent might disagree with her, but it doesn’t matter. Their daughter is her own person going through her own experience, one that is completely valid. Her feelings aren’t flawed. Her feelings are sometimes the only thing that feels true and honest to her.

Girls are also grappling with a society that not only doesn’t make space for their feelings but also chooses to stigmatize them. The stereotypes around a teenage girl’s identity as “mean,” “emotional,” “hormonal,” and “crazy” are filled with shame, not respect.

This paradigm needs to be reframed. I like to think of a teenage girl’s feelings as a punk rock band with lots of eclectic instruments. Everyone is playing loudly and passionately, boldly breaking musical rules, succumbing to intense rhythms, not sounding agreeably melodic, and discovering the dramatic and the eccentric.

On the other hand, most adults share their feelings like a muffled flute, trying to sound pleasing, but really, we’re only hearing a suppressed version of a person.

I’m not saying that we should be reckless and reactive with our feelings. Safely and healthily dealing with feelings will be expanded upon, but first, we must acknowledge that these feelings even exist. Every human has fears, insecurities, disappointments, worries, frustrations, resentments. And as the person on the other end of them, it can feel painfully vulnerable to sit with all of that and hold space for the person who is grappling with these emotions.

Someone listening to your muffled flute isn’t going to make you feel better because it’s not an honest reflection of what you’re feeling. We all need someone nodding their head and jamming out to our full-blown punk beat without trying to stop or improve our song.

In my teenage years, I was too scared to let an adult hear the full glory of my punk rock band, because I believed they wouldn’t like the music. As 18-year-old Nora notes, “There is a lot of fear of how our parents will react to our feelings and what we have to say. We have a fear of not being heard, even by our parents.”

My parents were incredibly logical and practical, so when it came to feelings, they only had the tools that their parents handed down to them, meaning I come from a long familial line of Productive, Efficient, Powering-Through Champions. I became very talented at overthinking, which made me feel like I was intelligent because the focus was on my brain, not my emotions. However, with such clarity now, I can see this as a defense mechanism that no longer serves me.

I had piled all my punk instruments, often unconsciously, into a tiny closet within myself, since that seemed like the easiest and most pain-free path forward.

That closet has since been wrenched open by the intensity of life, and those old punk instruments have been spilling out. It turns out that my overthinking “intelligence” gave me stress, insomnia, insecurity, control issues, and anxiety. Alternatively, learning from teenage girls’ wise emotions has helped me open a new door for my inner teenage girl and release her big feelings.

And what is a safe and healthy space for that release now? I’ve learned that it’s simply identifying the feeling and then feeling it. Harvard-trained neuroscientist Dr. Jill Bolte Taylor has researched how an emotion triggers “a 90 second chemical process that happens in the body; after that, any remaining emotional response is just the person choosing to
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