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What’s Really Going on 
for Girls, and How Can 

We Help Them?

I don’t think that adults have any idea what our lives 
are really like. They think they know what is going on, 
but they don’t really. When I think about the big things 
going on for girls my age, I think the first thing is girl 
drama. It is constant and never ending. Girls just look 
for ways to create drama and will make stuff up when 
everything is fine. Girls talk behind each other’s backs 
and try to get certain girls to not like other girls. You 
just have to make sure that you are in with the “right” 
girls so you don’t get caught up in the middle of it all.

—Laci, seventh grade

The drama of girlhood. Is it a reality made up by girls who have too 
much time on their hands, or is it a necessary rite of passage that all 
girls experience? Do the issues that we see in the media greatly influ-
ence how girls see themselves, or have we overplayed the importance 
of social media and popular culture in the lives of girls? What do girls 
like about being a girl? What frustrates girls about the adults in their 
lives? What are the big issues that girls are dealing with, and what 
keeps them awake at night? And perhaps most important, how can 
we best support these young women?
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2 GIRLS WITHOUT LIMITS

These are the questions that I set out to answer more than a decade 
ago when I began to research girls. I wanted to talk to girls and hear 
their perspectives and their realities, in their own words. I wanted 
to give a voice to girls who feel that sometimes their thoughts and 
opinions are overlooked. More than anything, I wanted to determine 
how we can best support, encourage, and empower girls to be in 
control of their own relationships, experiences, decisions, and future 
so that they are able to achieve their full potential.

Since that time I have continued to immerse myself into the world of 
girls, both as a researcher and as the leader of a girl-serving nonprofit 
organization where I work with more than 5,000 girls and 3,000 
adults each year. The statistics and stories in this book are current, 
relevant, and informed by thousands of girls and the adults who edu-
cate, parent, mentor, coach, and care for girls.

As I talked to the teachers, counselors, and parents, I learned that 
most adults are eager to help girls but they often don’t know where to 
begin. They recognize that girls’ lives are challenging but realize that 
they have difficulty relating and connecting to girls. The goal in this 
book is to give adults who work with and care about girls key insights 
into the lives of girls and provide strategies for building strong rela-
tionships and working more effectively with girls.

In asking girls about the big things going on in their lives, lots of 
different topics emerged. Even among girls who live in close-knit 
 families, attend high-performing schools, and are involved in 
 multiple extracurricular activities, they still report struggling with 
friendships, dating relationships, and body image concerns. They 
talked about pressure, issues in their families and their relationships 
with their parents, difficulty in friendships and dating relationships, 
 tremendous pressures around weight and body image, and major con-
cerns surrounding self-esteem and how they feel about themselves. 
They talked about puberty, academics, getting their driver’s license, 
and dealing with depression and suicidal thoughts. Girls talked about 
politics, sexual harassment, racial equity, and sexual  orientation. But 
overwhelmingly, the issues that girls talked about the most about 
were clustered around a handful of topic areas, including friendships, 
relationships, drama, dating, weight and body image, and pressure. 
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3CHAPTER 1: WHAT’S REALLY GOING ON FOR GIRLS

A consistent theme was that adults don’t really understand what they 
are going through, so girls have difficulty openly sharing their issues 
and concerns with the adults in their lives.

In talking with adults many felt at a loss as to how they could develop 
more effective relationships with girls. Teachers reported frustration 
with girls “dumbing themselves down” around boys, counselors 
struggled with how to address the girl drama and bullying plaguing 
their schools, and parents felt anxiety regarding how they could best 
help their daughters deal with the increased pressures and challenges 
of middle school and high school.

What became increasingly obvious was that adults are hungry for 
information, strategies, and activities that they can use to connect with 
the girls in their lives. They want to find ways to help girls become the 
best they can be and experience rich, fulfilling, and productive lives. 
When asked what girls need to be successful, overwhelmingly, teach-
ers, administrators, counselors, and parents identified “confidence” 
as most important. Interestingly, when the same question is posed to 
girls, their response is also “confidence.” It is clear that both girls and 
adults recognize that confidence is a key variable in girls’ lives; how-
ever, both struggle with how to actually cultivate confidence.

Arguably, how a person feels about themself can affect nearly every 
decision that they make. Our level of self-confidence and self- 
concept influences our decisions and can help determine the choices 
that we make in many facets of our lives, including our relationships, 
academic pursuits, and careers. For example, if I am in an unhealthy 
dating relationship and I lack self-confidence, I may stay in the rela-
tionship because I am afraid to leave and I don’t think that I could do 
any better. If I lack confidence around my academic abilities, I may 
opt to take a general math course instead of trigonometry because I 
fear that I might not succeed. If I lack self-esteem, I may feel that I 
am not smart enough to be successful in my dream career, so I will 
compromise and pursue something less risky or less prestigious. How 
different would our decisions be if we moved through the world with 
confidence in ourselves and our abilities!

In an attempt to begin to more fully understand girls’ realities, I led 
a research team through a first-of-its-kind, large-scale national survey 
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4 GIRLS WITHOUT LIMITS

called The Girls’ Index™ (Hinkelman, 2017). The Girls’ Index™ was 
designed to develop a deeper understanding of the thoughts, experi-
ences, perceptions, beliefs, behaviors, and attitudes of girls through-
out the United States. This national effort sought data from a large 
representative sample of girls about their thoughts, experiences, and 
perceptions on key issues, such as confidence, body image, friend-
ships, pressure, leadership, career aspirations, school, academics, 
technology, and social media.

These data showed that girls’ confidence declines sharply between 
fifth and ninth grade. In fact, the percentage of girls who would 
describe themselves as confident declines more than 25% through-
out the middle school years, from 86% to 60%. By ninth grade con-
fidence is at its lowest point, and then it levels off for the next three 
years. Girls reported that confidence does not return to pre–middle 
school levels for the remainder of high school.

The decline in confidence coincides with the onset of puberty changes 
in girls. Girls often report that they do not feel confident in them-
selves or comfortable with their changing bodies and can become 
withdrawn and unsure of themselves. Have you ever seen a rowdy 
group of fourth- or fifth-grade girls who are loud and laughing with-
out a care in the world and then when they hit seventh grade, they 
become insecure and consumed with their looks, their social media 
profile, and their potential dating partners? I recently had a ninth-
grade girl tell me that the last time she felt confident and happy with 
her body was when she was in fourth grade.

During the childhood and adolescent years girls bodies and brains are 
changing rapidly, and they are simultaneously inundated with negative 
messages about, and unrealistic images of, females. As girls begin to 
develop an understanding of themselves and their environment, they 
are influenced by the messages that they receive from others. They can 
internalize these often negative and limiting messages, which contribute 
to poor self-concept, dissatisfaction with their bodies, lowered expecta-
tions about their academic and career opportunities, increased accep-
tance of violence in relationships, and long-term self-esteem issues.

Despite these developmental and psychosocial challenges, we also 
know that girls are brave, courageous, and resilient. They have the 
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5CHAPTER 1: WHAT’S REALLY GOING ON FOR GIRLS

potential to make tough decisions, chart their personal goals, and 
control their own experiences. Girls can rise above the negative mes-
sages and influences that they are exposed to and construct a con-
fident and strong sense of self. Our role is to help instill a sense of 
confidence and capability in girls, so that they know that they have 
the right to a happy and fulfilling life and they also have the support 
and skills to actually construct a life that they love.

How Can We Help Girls?

I don’t understand these girls!

I have no idea how to talk to my daughter; she just rolls her 
eyes every time I say something.

Girls today are way different from how they were when I 
was a teenager; I just don’t even know where to start.

These comments from educators, parents, and other adults illustrate 
that girls who were once open, communicative, and easy to under-
stand as children or tweens have become confusing strangers, and 
adults feel paralyzed as to how to forge a new, or repair an existing, 
relationship with a girl.

While we might not always understand what is going on in girls’ 
lives and we may have difficulty comprehending the way they think 
and reason, there are many things that we can do to communicate 
care and concern to the girls in our lives. While the remainder of this 
book will delineate specific issues and topics that affect girls’ lives, 
there are some general recommendations that can help us effectively 
make connections with, communicate with, and help the girls in 
our lives.

Those of us who work with youth know that despite our best efforts, 
we are unable to control what is happening in girls’ lives outside of 
our interactions with them. Educators know that girls may come 
to you with histories of abuse, a violent home life, and a lack of 
supportive and caring adults. They may not have a bed to sleep in, 
food for breakfast, or clean clothes when they come to school. While 
we can at times feel frustrated and helpless, with a desire to fix the 
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6 GIRLS WITHOUT LIMITS

situation, our role in these situations is to determine where we can 
add positive and prosocial elements to these girls’ lives. Research tells 
us that the more deficits, challenges, or barriers that girls have, the 
more positive supports we need to add to their lives (Bernard, 1993). 
We believe that our positive intervention can outweigh the impact of 
the negative factors in their lives.

We do this by communicating our care, our passion, and our genu-
ine concern for the development and well-being of girls. We want to 
help girls identify and find their dreams. We want to help girls find 
their own happiness and be able to articulate what that looks like for 
them. What excites them? What fuels their passion? What do they 
care about? And how can we help them construct their lives to be 
fulfilling, passionate, and purposeful?

There are some simple and concrete things that adults can do to 
connect with, care for, motivate, and support the girls in their lives.

#1: Be Aware

Be aware of what is going on in the lives of girls by paying attention to 
the things that they care about. Whether it is popular culture, music, 
news related to girls, media attention around girls and women, or the 
pressures that girls face, attempting to be relevant and knowledgeable 
can be helpful in creating an effective bond with the girls in your 
life. Start conversations about the issues affecting girls in the media, 
share news articles about the accomplishments of girls throughout 
the world, bring up interesting topics, and solicit girls’ opinions. Girls 
report feeling that adults don’t get them and don’t understand what 
is happening in their lives. They feel that adults are far removed from 
the actual challenges that they face and that it’s nearly impossible for 
adults to truly understand what it is like to be a girl today.

Maintaining an awareness of the things girls care about can mean 
paying attention to the relevant and contemporary issues facing 
girls—for example, recognizing how the media and culture inform 
and influence girls: Who are the best new actors, the musicians on 
the stickers on their computers or water bottles, the latest Netflix 
series or YouTube star? This does not mean that we overempha-
size the importance of media and popular culture, but rather, we 
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7CHAPTER 1: WHAT’S REALLY GOING ON FOR GIRLS

demonstrate to girls that we care about what is going on in their 
lives and, at least in some small way, have an understanding of what 
is “cool” and relevant. Of course, we don’t have to actually agree that 
anyone or anything is cool, but we need to know what or who the 
girls think is cool.

You might make a habit of tuning in to popular reality shows while 
cleaning the house, scrolling through Instagram in your free time, 
and listening to different types of music while driving your car. Does 
this mean that you are into reality TV, Instagram models, or hip-hop 
music? Not necessarily. It just means that you are trying to stay con-
nected to what girls are exposed to on a daily basis.

Assess your own knowledge of contemporary girl culture:

1. Who are the top musicians or bands that your girls are into?

2. What is the current “must see” movie or streaming series for 
teen girls?

3. What is the social media platform, app, or network of 
choice for girls?

4. What books are girls reading?

5. What would girls say they like to do in their spare time?

6. What social issues are girls paying attention to?

While it is important to attempt to understand the realities of girls’ 
lives, it is equally important to maintain an appropriate relationship 
with the girls in your life. And that brings us to our second strategy.

#2: Be the Adult

A caring adult does not take on the role of a friend or a peer. Often, 
we see adults who work with girls seeking to be a friend to the girls 
rather than maintaining an appropriate adult-teen relationship. This 
is one instance where the attempt to be knowledgeable and relevant 
can go too far. As adults we are not the contemporaries of the girls in 
our lives, and we do not want to send confusing messages to them.

A middle school principal shared a story about one of her 
 seventh-grade student’s mothers who was very intent on being the 

Copyright ©2021 by SAGE Publications, Inc. 
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher.

Do n
ot c

opy
, po

st, 
or d

istr
ibu

te



8 GIRLS WITHOUT LIMITS

“cool mom.” She wanted to be the mom that all the other girls would 
come to and with whom they could gossip about other kids. This 
particular mother was overinvolved in the girls’ lives and took great 
pride in being the person that the other girls could share their secrets 
with. She followed all of their social media accounts and worked a 
little too hard to stay in the know about their lives.

Where the situation went from mildly uncomfortable to slightly 
more inappropriate was when the mom would get upset if she wasn’t 
invited to be part of the girls’ conversations when they had sleepovers 
at her house. She admitted to hiding on the staircase and listen-
ing in on the girls’ discussions because she felt left out when the 
girls retreated to the basement game room for private conversations. 
When her own daughter turned to the school counselor to share 
her concerns and talk about her problems, the mother became very 
distressed and angry with the school counselor. Mom was frustrated 
and upset that her daughter did not want to tell her the things that 
were bothering her but would rather seek out the listening ear of 
another caring adult in her daughter’s life. Instead of getting angry 
about this situation, the mom should have been thrilled that her 
daughter had strong and caring relationships with other responsible 
adults who were willing to listen to and support her daughter.

There is a fine line between being relevant and understanding and try-
ing to relive your teen years through your kids or students. We must 
ensure that we maintain a healthy balance of relevance coupled with 
appropriate boundaries. We don’t want to make things confusing for 
girls by requiring them to discern what the relationship boundaries 
should be. So while it is important that we stay informed and con-
nected, it is probably less important and would even be embarrassing 
for the girls if we blurred the boundaries between adult and peer.

#3: Start the Conversation

One of the most important ways that we can help girls is to be the 
one to start the conversation—any conversation—and then work to 
maintain open lines of communication. Sometimes, however, start-
ing a conversation can be difficult, particularly if it has been a chal-
lenge for us in the past. Communication can ultimately dictate the 
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9CHAPTER 1: WHAT’S REALLY GOING ON FOR GIRLS

success or failure of any relationship, and often a hallmark of the 
adolescent years is a decrease in effective communication between 
adults and teens.

Our goal in communicating with girls is to make them feel that what 
they have to share with us is valuable and important and that they 
are the most important person in our lives at any given time. We 
start the conversation by inviting girls to share with us what is going 
on in their lives and then really listening to what they have to say. If 
we only try to have meaningful conversations when there is some-
thing serious to discuss—like “the talk”—our communication skills 
are likely to be a little rusty. Additionally, girls are less likely to be 
open to a meaningful dialogue. But if we regularly try to engage in 
open, nonjudgmental conversations about all sorts of things, we are 
laying the groundwork for a reciprocal, communicative, and lasting 
relationship.

We demonstrate our interest, care, and concern by genuinely seeking 
to understand the other person’s reality. It always feels good when 
another person truly wants to understand how we feel, what our 
experience has been, and how we make sense of a situation, without 
seeking to impose their own beliefs or advice onto the situation. This 
type of listening is listening to understand, not listening to respond. 
When we are truly seeking to understand someone else’s experiences, 
thoughts, and feelings, we invite the disclosure from their own space, 
without seeking to impose our beliefs or our judgment on them. 
When we do this, other people feel safe and comfortable in the rela-
tionship. They know that they won’t be judged, and they know that 
their feelings won’t be deemed silly or inappropriate.

Here are some ways to start an open conversation that allows the girl 
to decide what to talk about:

•	 Tell me about yourself.

•	 Share with me something you’re especially proud of.

•	 Tell me more about that.

•	 I don’t know a lot about that. . . . It would be great if you 
could explain it to me.
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10 GIRLS WITHOUT LIMITS

•	 I saw _________ on TV last night. What do you think of 
him/her/it?

•	 Wow, that situation seems pretty tough. Tell me how you 
are dealing with it.

•	 What do you think about ______?

Great conversation starters are open-ended and can’t easily be 
answered with a “yes” or “no” response. As you can see, different sit-
uations call for different types of communication, but creating a safe 
and open space for dialogue must be an intentional activity on our 
part. Sometimes this means that we have to monitor our own lan-
guage, tone of voice, and communication patterns and then inten-
tionally reframe our responses.

#4: Reframe the Response

Our communication style can sometimes unintentionally raise 
defenses and shut down the dialogue. To open up the lines of conver-
sation requires an effort on our part that I call reframing the response. 
When we reframe our responses, we pay attention to what we might 
normally say to girls in a particular situation, and we catch ourselves 
and reframe what we actually say. Sometimes our initial responses 
can sound judgmental or patronizing and can serve to stifle the con-
versation. If our responses are not perceived as judgmental but rather 
as an attempt to understand, how much more productive would our 
communication actually be!

When we reframe our response, we must first monitor our own 
communication style. How often do we say things that others could 
perceive as snippy, judgmental, or paternalistic? Instead of saying, 
“Do you seriously think you are going to wear that outfit out of 
this house?” it is wiser to suggest, “Honey, I am not sure if that out-
fit is the best choice for this event. Let’s think about this together.” 
Despite what we may actually be thinking, when we control our 
nonverbal messages (i.e., the expressions on our face, what we do 
with our eyes, if we look angry, surprised, disgusted, etc.) as well 
as our verbal messages (i.e., the tone and content of what actually 
comes out of our mouths), our chances of increasing communication 
and maintaining a more open dialogue are much improved.
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11CHAPTER 1: WHAT’S REALLY GOING ON FOR GIRLS

For example, if you say to a teen who may have recently made a 
poor decision, “Now tell me, did you think that that was a good 
idea?” you can fairly easily guess what the response will be. Asking 
a question in this way only serves to suppress the conversation and 
probably completely shut it down. If we instead say, “Share with 
me a bit about what you were thinking and what was going on for 
you when this happened,” we might get a very different response. 
Obviously our inflection and tone of voice matter when we commu-
nicate, but the actual words that we say matter as well. Consider the 
following examples.

Example #1:

•	 Option 1: “Did you see Billie Eilish on the awards show last 

night? She is so dark and weird. I don’t get how people think 

she has any talent at all. What do you think about her?”

•	 Option 2: “What did you think about Billie Eilish’s 

performance on the awards show last night?”

Example #2:

•	 Option 1: “Your teacher told me that you haven’t been 

turning in your homework, and I would like an explanation 

right now.”

•	 Option 2: “I’m wondering if you have been having some 

trouble with your math homework. Your teacher shared 

some concerns with me, and I wanted to check in with you.”

Which statements do you think would encourage a girl to open up to 
you, help her believe that her opinions matter, and make her feel that 
you are a safe person to talk with about her problems?

#5: Communicate Care and Concern

One of the most important things we can do in the lives of girls is to 
communicate that we care and that we are concerned. Research tells 
us that there is perhaps no stronger predictor of success in a child’s 
life than the legitimate and genuine care and concern of even one 
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12 GIRLS WITHOUT LIMITS

adult (Bernard, 1993). Care and support are the building blocks of 
resiliency, but for some girls it may be difficult to identify even one 
adult who cares deeply for them.

When you think back on your adolescent years, who was the person, 
or persons, who cared deeply for you? Who held high expectations 
for you and tried to ensure that you were successful? Who was the 
person you could rely on who would never let you down?

Some girls can identify a long list of caring adults in their life, but 
other girls have difficulty coming up with even one name.  Obviously, 
you are reading this book because you care about girls and have young 
ladies in your life. You know the person you pictured when you were 
posed the aforementioned questions. I believe that our goal is for 
girls to picture us when they are asked those very same questions.

How You Can Show That You Care

Pay attention to the things that are important to her, and follow up 

 accordingly. This could mean asking how her softball tournament 
went over the weekend, how her family is adjusting to having a 
new baby in the house, or how the visit with her grandparents over 
the holidays went. This shows that you listen and pay attention—
that you care.

Look for opportunities to connect her to positive people and activ-

ities. Girls flourish when they have meaningful and positive con-
nections in their lives. Unfortunately, we are observing a generation 
of teens who are becoming more socially isolated and who see their 
main sources of socialization and entertainment as connecting with 
peers online and via social media. Getting girls involved with peo-
ple and activities that will build them up, challenge them, support 
them, and encourage them is key in building resilient girls. Some 
ideas include the following: youth groups, sports teams, volunteer 
opportunities, neighborhood cleanups, mission or service trips, book 
clubs, science camps, art classes, hiking and nature camps, martial 
arts, ice skating, scrapbooking events, and music lessons. National 
organizations where girls can connect with other girls as well as with 
caring adults may include Girl Scouts, Big Brothers/Big Sisters, Black 
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13CHAPTER 1: WHAT’S REALLY GOING ON FOR GIRLS

Girls Code, Girls Who Code, Boys and Girls Clubs, Girls Inc., Girls 
on the Run, Ruling Our Experiences, Inc. (ROX), Girls’ Leadership, 
and the YWCA. Research the local organizations or activities in your 
community that offer programming and opportunities for girls.

Spend time rather than money. I work with a 13-year-old girl, 
Natalie, who is having trouble getting along with her parents. They 
are constantly bickering, and both the teen and the parents are frus-
trated. Taking a solution-focused approach, I asked Natalie to share 
with me what is happening when she and her mom are getting along. 
What are the things that she is doing, and what are the things that 
her mom is doing? Natalie said, “When she buys me stuff, we get 
along.” Later, when I talked to Natalie’s mom about the same topic, 
she agreed that she often bought things for Natalie because she was 
constantly looking for what would make her daughter happy and 
encourage her daughter to be nice to her. Unfortunately, this strategy 
backfired because Natalie has begun to associate her mother’s affec-
tion with shopping and buying new things, and as Natalie gets older, 
mom is continually trying to buy bigger and more expensive things 
to show her daughter her love. Thus, Natalie is getting spoiled, and 
the mom-daughter relationship is not improving. Building a rela-
tionship around shared interests and quality time together creates 
meaningful and sustainable bonds, whereas basing interactions on 
more superficial factors can equate to fewer authentic exchanges.

#6: Set Goals, and Expect Success

It is possible to be caring and supportive while also holding high 
expectations for girls. We want girls to be successful. We want them 
to have success in their relationships, friendships, academic pursuits, 
and career decision-making. We want girls to envision a successful 
life for themselves and hold themselves to high expectations of per-
formance and achievement.

As discussed previously, and will be discussed later in this book, 
there can be situations where girls perceive the expectations that 
parents and others place on them as unrealistic and stressful. When 
this occurs, girls can internalize their desire to please others and 
become stressed out and perfectionistic. Having high expectations 
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14 GIRLS WITHOUT LIMITS

and holding girls to achieving their expectations can be an important 
goal as well as a delicate balance. We want girls to believe in them-
selves but also know that we believe in them. Holding high expec-
tations for girls communicates to them that we believe that they are 
capable of achieving at a high level and that we will support them in 
getting there.

We can support girls in achieving their dreams by helping them set 
goals. Goal setting is a very purposeful and concrete activity, and 
when done correctly, it can make even the largest task feel manage-
able. For nearly every topic addressed in this book, the activity of set-
ting goals can be incorporated. I have used the following exercise to 
address academic performance, career development, healthy behav-
ior, and physical activity, and I have even used it with two people to 
identify ways to make improvements in their relationship.

Too often, we set goals that are vague, unrealistic, and unattainable. 
For goals to be appropriately motivating, they need to be specific, but 
they also must be both challenging and realistic. A common strategy 
for goal setting is using the SMART goal framework. While you may 
see various iterations of the acronym, SMART goals are as follows:

Specific: Identify what it is precisely that you want to 
accomplish. A goal has a much greater chance of being 
achieved if it is specific and well articulated rather than vague 
or general.

Measurable: Determine how you will measure progress on 
the goal, and use a concrete metric to monitor your progress. 
This will help you celebrate small successes and will keep 
you on track.

Attainable: Goals should be appropriately challenging but 
also attainable. Goals that are too easy to achieve tend to not 
require much motivation or focus—we can easily get bored. 
Conversely, goals that are far out of reach can seem unwieldy, 
and we can become easily frustrated and can give up.

Relevant: Goals must be based on the actual realities of your life 
and should take into consideration the environment, climate, 
and the “givens” of a situation. They should be meaningful and 
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15CHAPTER 1: WHAT’S REALLY GOING ON FOR GIRLS

significant and make a difference in your life. If a goal does not 
feel relevant to the person (but rather is a goal that someone 
else is setting for them), there is little motivation to achieve. 
I, personally, have to see the goal as important and relevant to 
my life if I am going to work hard to achieve it!

Time sensitive: Include a timeline when setting a goal because it 
can help ensure that the task will get completed. This can mean 
that a student has nine weeks to improve her grade in science 
or that she will learn how to play a challenging arrangement 
on the piano in time for the recital that is two months away. 
Goals can have relatively short timelines (a few weeks) or long 
timelines (over the course of years). Working against a deadline 
can keep us engaged and motivated.

There are many ways to use a goal-setting activity such as this.  Having 
girls think about goals that are important to them and then helping 
them translate their ideas into SMART goals is an initial step. Next, 
it is important to help girls identify the activities and supports that 
will help them achieve their goals. What will they have to do to 
make progress on their goals? What are the behaviors they will have 
to engage in, and what are the resources and supports they will need 
to achieve their goals?

Example:

•	 General goal: I will improve my physical fitness.

•	 SMART goal: I will work out at the gym three days a week 

for the next six months. I will do cardiovascular exercises two 

days a week and strength training one day a week.

To set the SMART goal above, I need to have access to a gym that has 
cardio and weight training equipment. I need to have transportation 
to the gym, and I need to be able to fit three days a week into my 
schedule. Considering the realities of the situation can help us set 
goals that are realistic and achievable.
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16 GIRLS WITHOUT LIMITS

#7: Encourage Risk Taking

Encouraging risk taking does not mean encouraging girls to engage 
in risky behavior; rather, it means encouraging girls to push them-
selves beyond their own perceptions of their capabilities. Risk taking 
allows girls the opportunity to see themselves as being able to achieve 
more than they thought possible. We want to instill in girls the sense 
that if they try something new, they may fail or they may develop an 
entire new set of competencies and skills. Examples include trying 
out for the school play, running for student government, standing up 
to a bully, taking an Advanced Placement course, or joining a sports 
team. Risk taking means putting oneself in a situation where success 
is not a sure thing. While it can be difficult and painful to watch 
those we love struggle at certain things, we are helping them prepare 
for life’s ups and downs. We recognize our need to keep our girls 
protected and well insulated from the dangers of the world; however, 
when we help instill a strong sense of self in a girl, she is more apt to 
“stick her neck out” and try something that she may have been less 
inclined to try if she had lower self-confidence.

We want girls to know that the only regret we don’t want them to 
have is the regret of not having done something because they feared 
failure. Girls need to know how to experience both success and 
failure and be prepared to effectively and graciously manage both. 
Encourage them to get out there and try something new—and be 
there to support them regardless of the outcome!

#8: Don’t Just Set Limits; Teach Skills

We know that girls will have to deal with pressures, negative influ-
ences, and difficult situations. They will find themselves in predica-
ments that will require them to trust their instincts and make good 
decisions. Our hope is that when girls are in such situations they 
have the wherewithal to make the right decision. We have an oppor-
tunity to help prepare girls by teaching them the actual skills they 
will need to use in tough situations.

Too often, our desire is to keep girls protected by imposing strict 
rules and limits for their behavior. No social media until you are 15, 
no mixed gender parties, no riding in cars with friends, no dating 
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17CHAPTER 1: WHAT’S REALLY GOING ON FOR GIRLS

until you are 16, no listening to certain types of music, and no going 
to concerts. While rules, limits, and consequences are critically 
important, limiting girls’ access to information and experiences can 
backfire when they have to handle a difficult challenge. Parents often 
say, “We’ve talked about right and wrong, and my hope is that when 
she finds herself in that situation she will know what to do.” This can 
certainly be true. Family values and norms can be deeply embedded 
in children and can serve as a moral compass that can help influence 
behavior. However, what can be equally powerful is for girls to actu-
ally have the experience of learning how to handle a situation and 
practice actually doing so. Taking a situation from hypothetical to 
reality helps build the necessary skills and competencies to manage 
the circumstance.

We must balance our need to shelter and protect girls with the real-
ization that they are eventually going to have to function on their 
own in this world. While our tendency is to protect them and to 
want to handle challenges for them, we do girls a greater service by 
helping them develop the skills for themselves. This could mean 
helping them learn how to approach a teacher who may have scored 
their exam incorrectly, tell a dating partner that they do not want to 
go any further sexually, or refuse to ride in a car with someone who 
has been drinking. Letting girls know that these are dilemmas that 
they are likely to face and providing them the space to explore and 
practice their potential responses can increase their ability to do the 
right thing in the actual situation.

A Future Full of Promise

This book is not designed to illuminate all the things that are wrong 
in girls’ lives. It has not been written to say, “Look how bad every-
thing is for girls.” Conversely, the future for girls is bright. They have 
more opportunities than they’ve ever had to be successful, take risks, 
chart new paths, and live vast, varied, and fulfilling lives. They can 
play competitive and professional sports and go to college, medi-
cal school, law school, or graduate school. They can have unique 
and interesting careers, achieve business and political success, and 
give birth to and raise children and have a family. Girls are special, 
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18 GIRLS WITHOUT LIMITS

unique, and full of possibility. They have the opportunity to take a 
stand, set new records, and pave the way for an entire generation of 
girls to follow.

The approach in this book is to look at the areas of a girl’s life where 
she is likely to be limited by her gender. What are the topics, con-
cepts, and issues that can affect girls in negative or restrictive ways? 
We want girls to love being girls, but we also want them to have 
access to the broadest range of opportunities and possibilities. We 
want to prepare them for the rewards and challenges that they will 
face, and we want to equip them with the skills that they will need to 
negotiate their growing up years.

Girls have all the potential in the world, but they need adults in their 
lives who will guide them, protect them, nurture them, and chal-
lenge them. They need people who will have honest conversations 
with them and prepare them for the often difficult challenges that 
they will face. They need caring adults who recognize the pressures 
that they face, understand the realities of their lives, and work to 
ensure an equitable and just future for all girls. It is my hope that you 
also believe this and that is why you are reading this book.
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