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_ Memo _t~rents 

Peer pressure, eating diso~~~ !~orls~f~lg:X:~:~~ the world of the teenage 
girl, right? Wrong, say experts, who Iaffer up tools and ideas for families. 

By Amy Blumenfeld 

Sometime between Talmud class and fifth-period Advanced Hebrew Leora Tanen
baum got a bad reputation. She had gone on a date with a boy-someone Leora knew 
her friend had a crush on-and when this Don Juanowitz returned home he called 
Leora's friend to dish about their date. Enraged by the betrayal, her friend retaliated 
the next day by unleashing rumors around their yeshiva high school that Leora was 
a "slut." Word spread like arson, 
particulars were exaggerated and 
within a matter of hours Leora's 
reputation had morphed from 
nice Jewish girl to sordid. 

Eyes rolled when she partici
pated in class, whispers shadowed 
her every step and she retreated to 
the library rather than eat lunch in 
the cafeteria with other students. 
Though she acknowledged her 
disloyalty to a friend, the punish
ment in no way fit the crime. To
day, two decades later and speaking 
at the Hadassah Foundation-spon
sored symposium "Growing Great 
Jewish Girls," Tanenbaum said that 
the emotional scars still run deep. 
She wrote about the phenomenon 
in her book Slut! Growing Up Fe
male With a Bad Reputation 
(HarperCollins). 

Girl Power At a time when bodies are developing and competition sets in, the role of 
parents and outreach groups is to create confidence and empower young women. 

W HETHER IT IS NASTINESS FROM PEERS, PRESSURE 

from parents or a poor self-image, the issues 
that can arise during adolescence are much 

more than teenage angst. Neither public schools nor 
yeshivas are immune. Rumor mills, pointing fingers and 
general ostracism are as old as the Bible, and judging from 
the success of books such as Queen Bees & Wannabes 
(Crown) and Odd Girl Out (Harvest) as well as teen 
movies like Mean Girls (whose tag line is "Watch Your 
Back "), they're still going strong. At a time when bodies 
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are developing at staggering rates and competition over 
boys, grades and clothing size sets in, the question is not 
how to make these problems disappear but how to create 
confidence. The symposium (see sidebar, page 10) was 
convened to address these topics, offering parents and 
community leaders tools to help foster in teens a strong 
sense of self so they will emerge from these years as as
sured young women. 

According to experts, confidence often has its roots in 
a parent's interpretation of "success." Jewish parents need 
to pay particular attention to this essential. 

"Jewish families have done a mind-blowing phenome-
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nal job of assimilating and succeeding, so culturally and 
ethnically it's in our DNA to figure out what the cultural 
definitions of success are," says Catherine Steiner-Adair, 
Ed.D., a clinical instructor of psychology at Harvard Med
ical School and a researcher of girls development, who 
spoke at the event. "But sometimes the definitions can get 
pretty narrow-Harvard, Yale, doctor, lawyer-and there 
is nothing wrong with helping your child become fo
cused ... if it's what the child wants. But where I think Jews 
can get stuck is in not really assessing their child's real 
strengths and accepting their children for who they are." 

What a parent may view as helpful advice a child may 
see as a demand. And while the underlying origins usual
ly have to do with parental fears regarding security and 
prosperity, the failure of their children to live up to those 
expectations can have damaging consequences. 

Couple strict definitions of personal and professional 
success with our cultural emphasis on food and what you 
get is a need for girls to master some domain of their life. 
The thinking goes like this: I may not be able to get the 
guy or succeed at school but I can control what I eat. This 
pressure, say experts, is in part the reason Jewish girls 
make up 13 percent of the eating-disorder population in 

hospitals (and that doesn't include outpatients or the 
undiagnosed). "She may not get into Harvard," says 
Steiner-Adair, "but she can be thin." 

N IT COMES TO BODY IMAGE TIIERE ARE SOME 

mgs parents need to keep in mind: Girls put 
n an average of 40 pounds between the ages 

of 8 and 14; more than half of 14-year-olds say they feel 
better about themselves if they are on a diet. Parents 
should try not to say anything derogatory about their own 
bodies, how they look or tease their daughters about 
weight. If you are concerned, talk to her doctor, see a nu
tritionist, consider exercising as a family or try to arrange 
for a synagogue, community center or your child's school 
to host NoBody's Perfect™, an education workshop cre
ated by FEGS Health and Human Services System of New 
York that promotes positive self-esteem and body image. 

That's not to say, though, that you shouldn't share 
some of your insecurities. Because children tend to see 
their parents as all-knowing, it's helpful to hear stories of 
parents' moments of self-doubt. It's particularly useful for 
girls to hear their dads talk about times when they didn't 
know what to do and asked for help. Likewise, it's impor-
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Solid Foundation 
The Hadassah Foundation 

was founded in 1998 to 
implement social change 
and improve the status, 
health and wel l-being of 

Jewish women and girls 
in Israel and the United 

States. A humble dream if 
ever there was one. 

Last spring the founda
tion sponsored "Growing 

Great Jewish Girls: A Call 
to Action," a symposium in New York to raise awareness about the prob
lems girls face and the programs in place to find solutions. Portions of this 

article grew out of that gathering. 
Over the past five years the foundation has distributed more than $2.6 

million to 32 not-for-profit organizations and programs. Some accomplish
ments include providing funding for the No Body's Perfect TM workshop and 
A Jewish Guide for the Full of Ourselves Curriculum to promote positive 

body image in American girls, as well as support for the development of 
the self-esteem project Rosh Hodesh: It's a Girl Thing!, where girls partici
pate in hands-on activities (above). 

In Israel the Hadassah Foundation aided the Israel Association for the 
Advancement of Women's Health in the creation of the Hebrew Web site 

La-Briut ("to her health"); arranged for loans at reasonable rates for women 
who do not have the necessary credit history or collateral; and presented 
low-income women with the resources to become financially self-sufficient. 

"One thing that makes Hadassah special is that we focus on change 
rather than on social services," says Barbara Dobkin, chair of the founda
tion. "But the greatest challenge is that many Jewish women, especially in 

this country, are privileged, so what most people think of as a project to 
give money to is one where services are needed. People think about char
ity rather than change and are less likely to fund change." 

Instituting a monumental shift in the status and the communal and self
perception of women can take decades, but in just a few years the Ha

dassah Foundation has already altered the course for thousands. Their 
recipe for success? "We are willing to take risks," Dobkin says. "We really 
try to build partnerships with our grantees so that we work together in an 

open and honest way so we can say what goes wrong, what goes right and 
how it might be changed." -A.B. 

tant for daughters to hear stories of 
how Mom stood up for herself at 
home, work or even during the mad 
rush at the bakery on Friday after
noon before Shabbat. 

"I think girls are aware at a young 
age that they live in a society that 
doesn't always honor who they are, 

their perspectives and their experi
ences," says Katie Wheeler, Ed.D., 
who also participated in the sympo
sium. She is executive director of the 
Girls' Coalition of Greater Boston, a 
consortium of Boston-area organiza
tions committed to empowering girls. 
"[Early on] boys are allowed to do 
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certain things girls are not. Girls are 
always encouraged to think about 
other people, be careful of other peo
ple's feelings and boys are given more 
leeway to do things that are more 
self-centered and self-serving and that 
gives them more of a sense of entitle
ment and power ... and I say that as a 
parent of a girl and a boy." 

To level the playing field, Girls' 
Coalition is working to provide peer 
leadership programs and mentor 
training, a course to engage girls in 
math and science, sports, sex educa
tion instruction for teachers of girls 
with special needs, networking op
portunities and a variety of advocacy 
and research projects. 

CREATING AFTER-SCHOOL PRO

grams that provide girls with 
leadership roles is crucial. 

Young women benefit from having a 
meaningful voice in decision-making, 
space to focus on their strengths and 
passions, as well as opportunities to 
mentor each other-something that 
is clearly needed given that 7 5 per
cent of participants in after-school 
programs are boys. 

"Informal education gives us the 
freedom to speak to girls' strengths in 
different ways," says Mindy Shapiro, 
director of Rosh Hodesh: It's a Girl 
Thing! "We try to teach analytical 
thinking and critical decision-making 
so girls can really challenge and ques
tion what they come up against." 

Founded under the auspices of the 
Reconstructionist Rabbinical Col
lege, Rosh Hodesh is a cross- and 
nondenominational after-school pro
gram for girls in grades 6 through 12 
that addresses body image, friend
ship, assertiveness and family as well 
as other topics in a Jewish context. 
Girls meet on or near the beginning 
of every Hebrew month and use art 
projects, skits or creative writing to 
discuss traditional rituals and mod
ern-day problems. 
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Programs That Work: A Guide that can make a kid insecure. Instead, 
tell them you like the art project 
they brought home from school but 
the one they did last week you liked 
even better. Second, just because 
your child excels at an activity does
n't mean they want to do it all the 
time. If she enjoys being on the all
state soccer team that's great, but 
some children end up feeling that 
they have to stick with an activity to 
make Mom or Dad proud. Let them 
be the authors of their own experi
ence, says Steiner-Adair. 

Information on how to replicate the "Growing Great Jewish Girls" symposium is 
available by contacting Linda Altshuler, director of the Hadassah Foundation 
(212-303-7 479; laltshuler@hadassah.org). 

Rosh Hodesh: It's a Girl Thing! (Deborah Meyer, 215-643-4511; www.roshhodesh.org) 

Girls' Coalition of Greater Boston (617-536-8543; www.girlscoalition.org) 

The FEGS NoBody's Perfect™ workshop (Kathy Rosenthal, 516-496-7550; www.fegs.org) 

Leora Tanenbaum (www.leoratanenbaum.com; leoratan@yahoo.com) 

CHECK IT OUT ® Health Awareness For Teens (see article, page 61 ; womenshealth@hadassah.org 

For instance, in the Jewish month 
ofNisan a group will discuss risk-tak
ing because, historically, Miriam took 
a risk when she placed her baby broth
er, Moses, in a basket in the water. 
Using the story as a springboard, the 
leader (usually a teacher or social 
worker) will ask the girls to share a 
time when they took a risk. They will 
then act out a play highlighting dif
ferent parts of Miriam's life. 

So what can parents do to raise 
confident girls? 
• Parents should play with their chil

dren when they are young. Do the 
things they like to do; that is how 

she is capable of being a happy, suc
cessful person without learning to 
play Minuet in G at age 7. You can 
encourage, but don't force . 

• Support your kids and communi
cate confidence in their abilities but 
don't become overly effusive and too 
invested in their accomplishments. 
There is nothing wrong with en
couragement and calling your 
daughter a tennis star or your little 
ballerina, but the danger of over
dosing on kudos is two-fold: First, 
if they hear that everything they do 
is outstanding they will be crushed 
when they don't receive accolades; 

• Listen to your children and try not 
to talk over or interrupt them. Also, 
it is important to realize that for 
some kids talking is not the best 
way to relate. Sometimes an activity 
is needed to act as a conduit for dis
cussion. Meet them on their level. 

Above all, says Steiner-Adair, re
member that both girls and boys who 
have strong relationships with their 
families fare best. Families that can 
talk honestly and where children feel 
their opinions are respected know 
that their parents mean it when they 
say they are there for them. H 

kids feel loved and accepted for who r---------------------------
they are, says Steiner-Adair. Also, 
remember that creativity as an adult 
comes from following your curiosi
ty as a child, so let them explore and 
lead the way. 

• Don't emphasize material things. 
When you attend events like a Seder 
or Thanksgiving dinner, try not to 
greet others by how they look but 
instead by how they are doing. En
gage them by asking about their 
hobbies, their job or recent books 
they have read. Expressing interest 
in what makes another person tick 
shows kids you care about what is 
on the inside, not the outside. 

• This one might be a challenge, but 
try to ease up on the nudging. You 
might fantasize that your child is a 
musical prodigy, but if your daugh
ter resists piano lessons, realize that 
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