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Signals for Help
Pre-teen and teenage girls aren’t capable of making many of the decisions they have to make today without adult 
help. When they need help, they have ways of letting us know. Unfortunately, they often don’t ask for help with 
words, but sometimes send us messages for help by experimenting with risk-taking behaviors.

Get The Message
These are all signals for help. If you think a girl might be heading for trouble, seek help from a community counselor, 
a school nurse or a religious leader.

Is she angry a lot?•	

Is she getting in trouble at school?•	

Is she very secretive and uncommunicative?•	

Has she been involved in fights and disturbances in the community or at school?•	

Does she use abusive language to you and others?•	

Does she become belligerent when she does not get her own way?•	

Does she self-mutilate or cut markings into her skin?•	

Has she withdrawn from activities or friends?•	

Have there been abrupt changes in her personality and behavior?•	

Have her eating habits changed?•	

Has she lost or gained more than 10 pounds?•	

Has she been overly sleepy?•	

Do you think that she has been sexually active?•	

Do you suspect her of using drugs or alcohol?•	

Is she very quiet and timid?•	

Helping Girls with Stress
Some girls become overloaded with stress. Girls react in different ways to stress. Some may withdraw, feel anxiety, 
get aggressive, have physical reactions (headaches, stomach aches), or even turn to poor coping skills, such as drug 
and/or alcohol use. Some sources of stress for teens might include:

School demands and frustrations•	

Negative thoughts and feelings about themselves•	

Changes in their bodies•	

Problems with friends•	

Unsafe living environment/neighborhood•	
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Separation or divorce of parents•	

Chronic illness or severe problems in the family•	

Death of a loved one•	

Moving or changing schools•	

Taking on too many activities or having too high expectations•	

Family financial problems•	

Girls who learn a “relaxation response” and other stress management skills feel less helpless and have more choices 
when responding to stress. You can help by encouraging girls to:

Exercise and eat regularly.•	

Avoid excess caffeine intake.•	

Get involved in sports and other pro-social activities.•	

Not use illegal drugs, alcohol and tobacco.•	

Learn relaxation exercises (slow abdominal breathing).•	

Rehearse and practice responses to situations that cause stress.•	

Decrease negative self-talk. Challenge negative thoughts with alternative neutral or positive thoughts. “My life •	
will never get better” can be transformed into “I may feel hopeless now, but my life will probably get better if I 
work at it and get some help.”

Learn to feel good about doing a competent job rather than demanding perfection from themselves and others.•	

Take a break from stressful situations. Activities like listening to music, talking to a friend, drawing, writing, or •	
spending time with a pet can reduce stress.

Build a network of friends who help them cope in a positive way.•	

If a girl talks about or shows signs of being overly stressed, ask for help from a qualified mental health professional.

Six Ways to Boost Girls’ Self-Esteem
By Catherine Dee, author of The Girls’ Guide to Life and The Girls’ Book of Success. 

According to groups such as the Commonwealth Fund and the American Association of University Women (AAUW), 
girls entering junior high school feel less self-confident than they do in elementary school, and they become less 
assured with each successive year of school. In contrast, boys become more confident with each passing year.

Parents, teachers, mentors, and other concerned adults can have a significant impact on how girls see themselves.

Here are six concrete things that an adult can do to help a girl:
Focus on the person she is instead of her appearance. Girls are harshly judged by other girls, as well as written 1. 
off by boys, if they don’t fit within the bounds of our society’s narrow definition of beauty. As a result, a girl’s 
body becomes the focus of her attention and energies. This is borne out by two startling statistics: one out of 
every 5 girls between the ages of 12 and 19 has an eating disorder, and one-fifth of cosmetic surgery performed 
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in the U.S. is on teens. To help a girl develop a healthier self-image, compliment her for her achievements, 
thoughts, and actions. Remind her in various ways that she is a smart, valuable person with great ideas and lots 
of potential.

Call her attention to media deception. One reason girls feel so negative about themselves is that they are 2. 
continuously barraged by picture-perfect images of girls and women in magazines and on television. Teens 
compare themselves to these images, either consciously or unconsciously, and feel dissatisfied when they 
inevitably don’t “measure up.” One way to help a girl feel better is to expose unrealistic media images for what 
they are: retouched, computer-manipulated photos of models—a group that makes up only five percent of the 
population. As supermodel Cindy Crawford admits, “Even I don’t wake up looking like Cindy Crawford.” Once 
a girl knows that most people look like the ones she sees in her everyday life, she will likely feel more satisfied 
with her own looks.

Give her a scrapbook/journal. Girls experience many conflicting emotions during their preteen and adolescent 3. 
years, and expressing their thoughts and feelings by writing in a diary or scrapbook/journal is a proven way 
for them to boost their self-esteem. According to Mary Pipher, (Reviving Ophelia), “In their writing, [girls] can 
clarify, conceptualize, and evaluate their experiences....and strengthen their sense of self.” You can simply give a 
girl a blank book—there are many decorative ones available—or present her with a more structured scrapbook/
journal that asks her to answer open-ended questions.

Encourage her to share her thoughts and opinions. Studies show that girls are more frequently interrupted 4. 
than boys. Over the course of many conversations, they also get the message that what they have to say is not 
necessarily as compelling or valued as what boys have to say. Compounding this subtle conditioning is the fact 
that boys often feel threatened by smart, outspoken girls. It’s no wonder some girls “go underground” and clam 
up when they enter their teens. However, adults can help girls move forward on this front by conveying that 
their thoughts are important and that their unique viewpoints should be shared. If a girl learns to use her voice 
confidently on a regular basis, and people listen and respect her, she starts charting a course for higher self-
esteem.

Encourage her to take risks. Individuals develop self-reliance when they’re given the space to solve problems 5. 
and make mistakes in the process. What happens with girls? Researchers have found that teachers are more 
likely to intervene and solve problems for girls who are stuck than they are for boys. In addition, girls are 
rewarded for being good and behaving well, as opposed to being adventurous in their thinking, as boys are. 
Girls need to be given time and permission to creatively complete what they start. We can praise them for 
considering new problem-solving options, allow them to make mistakes, and refrain from “rescuing” them.

Suggest that she get involved in a sport. Research shows that female athletes are more self-reliant, and get 6. 
better grades and higher test scores, than girls who don’t participate in sports. Being on a team or playing an 
individual sport is also a way for a girl to divert some of the energy focused on superficial concerns, such as 
appearance, toward healthy physical activity and personal achievement. With the right kind of support and 
encouragement from key adults, girls can potentially avoid many common problems (such as low motivation 
and underachievement) that are rooted in low self-esteem. Commenting on an accomplishment, making an 
observation about her skills, or giving her an opportunity to push through frustration and solve a problem on 
her own can start the ball rolling. In many everyday ways, we can help girls transform the ways they think about 
themselves so that they begin to think, feel, and act more confident.

©Dee Best Communications, 2003. Catherine Dee’s empowering books for girls include The Girls’ Book of Success, 
The Girls’ Guide to Life, The Girls’ Book of Wisdom, The Girls’ Book of Friendship, and The Girls’ Book of Love. For 
more information, visit www.deebest.com.
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