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Gender gap closin

Sisters made the connection

B THREE SISTEAS Kayla, 17, Rissa, 14, and Dizla, 18, aro oll smiles as they pose lor
this plcture ol the Child Development Institule. Bul until they enroliod at the Girls’ Con
naction they were having serious probloma with sibling rivalry. Kayla sald they nover
moant 1o hurl each ather, but they didn’t know othar ways (o deal with their anger.

Defusing the rise of aggression
among Canada’s teenage girls

CANADA IS spearheading the
sudy of girlhood aggression, an is
wsuc that will resurface when the Re
ena Virk teen murder case goes 1o
trial for the third time in October

Toronto's Child Development
Institute is North America’s only
agency to offer programs specifi-
cally for sggressive gitls under the
ageof 12,

Social aggression, which can be ay
benign as befriending a girl and
then ostracizing her, can escalate
into physical violence. Such per-
plexing cases of aggression with
young girls — social
and physical aggression

— seern Lo be on the rise
althourh they are still
wmall compared 1o bayy'
JEgIession

“The gender gap is
decreasing slightly eve
ry year, though we as a
society have not taken
thit seriously,” says Ka-
thy Levene, carly inter
vention director at the Child De-
velopment Instwte (CDI), formerly
Easlscourt Child and Pamily Cen
re.

Three Toronta-born sisters of
Poruguese descent - Kayls, 9, Di-
zia, § and Rissa, 6, (they asked their
last names not be used) were en-
rolled in the Girls’ Connection dur

ing its Nt year, i 1996, for wevere
sibling rivalry

“We would light with our parents
and with cach other,” recalls [izia,
now 16, a pecr mentor and coun-
sellor ar CDI's inner-city Camp
Wimodauss aleng with both ber us-
ters

“We would be sorcaming, yeling,
and occasionally it got phyvical be-
tween us, with hair pulling, slap-
ping, biting, wratching and wres-
s dnving my mom crary ®
7, adds,” We never meanl
cr, but we didn’t
v other ways to
anger.”

Their mother, Ber-
nadette, remembers
being hit or strapped
by her father when she
was very young. ~My
parents were always
screaming and didn't
know how to commus
nicate, so | grew up
witnesning hitung and
wrcaming matches,” she vays

*I had a bad relationstup with
my mother. She didn't listen 1o me,
wo Lswore, if [ had kids, [ wouldo's
be that way. But the first nme |
caught myself hitting themn, | sarnt-
ed going to parenting groups untl
1 found the Garls Connection ™
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“In many girls who esca
late 1o physical aggression, it
staris in socialized sggression
— exclusion, gmsiping, whis-
— whereas boys go di-
recily 1o phyvical sggression,”
sy’ the University of Western
Onuario’s Alan Leschied, co-
author of Research and Trear-
exnion with Ado-

“Linde girls know the pow.
et of groups, and how (o use
them. They know how 1o use
social networks,” he says.
“We've lound in terms of vic-
timization, the wounds expe-

sbon are much more damaging
than wounds from physical
aggression, They're long term
and they cut deeper.”

Research into SEErestive
haviour in young girls s
relatively new and scarce
Herwever it has uncovered dis-
turbing underlying links 1

‘Little girls know the
power of groups’
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depression, sell-mutilation,
and even sui-
cide attempts, Leschicd adds.
There is a sense of powerless-
ness and {solation in girls not

“Boys and gitls begin 1he
saimne, but what makes some
girls continue on in sggressive
behaviours can be the envi-
ronment into which they are
born,” says Margaret Walih,a  th
research co-ordinator analyz-
ing results of study on the

lent behaviour
towards the mother when she
I8 pregnant, plus her nuiri-
ohiol, the
criminality of the parent, and
y of the par
entare all risk factors for ag
gressive behaviour in chil

nnection was
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the Child Development ln-
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Besides the inital 11 week
ram where the girl
r parents learn strategies
for anger management, an ad-
ditional cight-week wcuion
for mothers and daughter®
called "Growing Up Healtby,
helps them improve thell
communicanion skills, 378
Kathy Levencof CDI

Without intervention, &
clal aggrew mong young§
gitls, which can typically be-
gin with sibling rivalry, a8
rerult in their dropping oul!
school, turning 1o cnmn
activitics or beang il pr
as young mothers and pere

be ;

petuating agRrcsive
ours with theirowr hldeene
Sandy Nalmat

have wilnessed or expericnced ver
bal, phyvical or sexual abuse and
over 50% come from single parent

homes.

*These two risk (sc1or for girl
hood sgrossion have ererged from
our new study,” Levene sayn "5
many ol our girls come [rom single
parent familics,
where their only
model is their
maother, wha's of-
ten struggling, with
no support. Girls
are more affected
by their mother's
behaviours than
their father's

Kayla, Dizia and
Rissa, who Live with
both their parents,
admit they hated
gring 1o the Garls'
Connection at furst,
but strategies for
aNgCr management
and other life skills they learned
there belped them control their ag
grossive tendencics

They still bicker a little, says
their mother, who alwo attended
sesainns with her daughters, but
they now deal with their arguments
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themselves and don't light phys
cally anymore

"Now, talking to our motn s
much easier and our relsuonships
with her have improved,” says Kay
la

“She was hke the enemy,” rayy
Ihzsa *We were in 3 porwer struggie,
but now we're
equal. It comes
with age and ma
tunty. Al with
respect. She felt
helpless, and oo
controlling ™

Rissa, 14, adds
“Now we under
stand where she's
coming from and
that her parenis
fought and were
very strict, which
s why the was w0
strict with us.”™

Since graduat
ing (rom the Carls’
Connection, Kayla, ina and Kas
1a have continued on through s
leader-in-Training programs and
remain very active year-round at
o

“We enjoy being role madels for
other prls,” aays Kayla

Alert Yourself to Girthood Ag
grossion:
W Bormo aggressive behaviour is
nommal in girls undor 12, but
nole any signs of dopression
Do they say they hate
themsolves? Are thoy sad? Do
these feeling s parsavoro and
Intorfero with Lheir normal
tunctioning?
W Bo awaro of your daughtoer
being soclally and verbally
nbused. Often kids will keep it a
Bocrot,
W Koop in touch with your
childron's toachers.
W Noto i your daughter's
triends stop calling hor,
W Bo aware of iy sexually
prococious behaviour in your
doughtor, ko inappropriate
hugging or touching.
W The influence of the media

TIPS FOR WORRIED MOMS

can't be discounted. Ba pro-
active. Girts tond 1o dress like
rock stars and ape thelr
sonuality. Help your daughter to
stay a littlo girl as long as
possibla by encouraging hor to
participato in sports and Lo stay
focussod on being woll
balanced

W Keop the mother-daughter
lines of communication open.
W Try (o talk to your daughter
aboul sensitive subjects —
body image, saxuality and
slereatyping.

W Earty intervention is key lo a
more successful outcome.

= The Child Developmaent
Institute akes calls diractly
from cancermod parents of
children undur age 12 without
roferrals, Each coll will be taken
sarisusly. Telephone: 416-654-
a941.




