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Since 1964, the Vermont Commission on Women has been
the only state agency singularly focused on women’s issues, and
it continues to evolve and respond to the needs of Vermont
women and girls. The Girl Scout Council of Vermont is a leading
voice and expert on girl growth and development, and provides
activities that promote healthy living and leadership for girls. Both
organizations are engaged in bringing the diverse perspectives
and voices of girls in our state to the public dialogue on important
Issues impacting their lives. Itis our hope that the concerns,
viewpoints, and voices of girls contained in this report will serve
to inform the policies and programs that affect their lives.

In collaboration, the Girl Scout Council of Vermont and the
Vermont Commission on Women conducted this first-of-its-kind
research study of over 200 teen girls in grades 6 through 12 to
address their issues and concerns, to empower young women,
and to get to know what'’s on their minds. Teen girls answered
questions about body image, teen pregnancy, family and dating
violence, and teen use of substances. Advocacy and leadership
participation were also included, as well as open-ended ques-
tions, such as “What would you like to tell a Vermont Senator or
Representative about growing up in Vermont or what would you
like to say about being a student in your school or town that your
Vermont Senator or Representative might not know?” Partici-
pants included Vermont girls in schools across the state, after-
school programs, teen centers, and clubs. Survey results were
evaluated as a whole, by regions of Vermont, and in age groups
(11-13,13-15,15-17, and over 17).



Sarvey Participants

s Ages: 11-13 (13%); 13-15 (21%); 15-17 (59%);
Over 17 (7%)

s VT Regions: Southwest VT (9%); Southeast VT
(12%) Central VT (23%); Northwest VT (9%)
Northeast VT (16%); Chittenden Metro (31%)

Please note that in the summary of findings,
differences among the age groupings are noted
when significant. Differences based on regions
were negligible and, therefore, were not noted.

What Girls Say
aboaut Life in Vermont

Vermont's rural landscape and small towns are a picturesque
environment in which to raise children, but are they risk-free?
What do the teens girls who live here think? Are they spared
from confronting the issues that teens from big cities face every
day? Do they feel safe? Do they feel part of Vermont’s future?
Over 200 Vermont teen girls helped form answers, and had
much to say about living in Vermont.



Small State = Not So Small Issues for Teen Girls

There is a perception among some adults that teens are
reckless, feel invincible, and do not seem to consider the
consequences of risky behavior (such as smoking, using drugs
and alcohol, driving recklessly, and/or engaging in sex).

When asked how important these issues were in their lives,
over one-third of Vermont teen girls identified risky behaviors as
Issues of great concern that they deal with on a daily or weekly
basis.

# Who Deal with this Issue Daily or Weekly
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make
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“I think that Vermont being
so small no one really understands
the seriousness of drugs in our area. |
have known new students who have said
that drugs are so incredibly easy to get
around here, I don’t think this is a good
image for Vermont to have.”
15-year-old
Spaulding
High School

hile issues like dealing with peer

pressure to make choices they

would rather not make diminish as
girls move through their teen years, other
issues, like teen drug use, are consistent
concerns for Vermont teen girls of all ages.

“Many girls i know deal with
drug problems almost everyday of their

lives, whether it's in school, with friends, with
their family or even with themselves. i know people

who have thought of or tried many types of drugs.
i hear other people talking about drugs, sometimes

you can't get away from the topic.”
Junior
Champlain

Valley Union
High School

...About Drugs




Vermont Teen Girls Deal
with Safety on a Normal Day

When thinking of the safety of teen girls, many adults focus on
Internet stalking, abduction, and issues of physical safety. The
findings in this survey demonstrate that feeling emotionally safe
is as important a concern for girls as physically safety. Concerns
about crime and dating/family violence were highest for teens 17
and older. Yet findings reveal that what is of most concern to
younger girls is navigating their everyday world — home, school,
social settings, and routine activities — where issues of safety
center more around emotional safety and bullying. Even though
Vermont has focused new legislative efforts on this issue, and
Vermont schools have zero-tolerance policies in place for ha-
rassment and bullying, 1in 3 girls under the age of 17 deals with
harassment or bullying by boys weekly or more. Even more dis-
turbing, when teens 11-17 were asked about harassment and
bullying by other girls, nearly 1 in 2 girls indicated dealing with
this issue on a weekly or daily basis.

Feeling Safe

Crime

Family violence /
dating violence

Harassment /
bullying by other
girls

Harassment/bullying
by boys PV
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ecause girls often are portrayed as
victims of violence in the media,

adults are aware of their need to be
protected from physical danger. But girls
were very vocal in expressing the adverse
effects of emotional harm they suffer from
being teased and judged

Girls bullying girls
is a huge issue
everywhere
with girls from ages
12-ANY!! Girls can be
the meanest beings alive.
It is the worst possible
thing a girl could go
through, and it's not
fair, and it DOESN'T

have to happen.

Sophomore,
St Johnsbury
Academy




| think +he most impar%cm% issve with

9ir/s/ women is the violence we receive at
school, in Iou/y/ic, or from a’a,v‘ing/ marriage becayse
women have rights, and +/>ey shouldn't be controlled by
other peo /e. gome men +hink women are soft, but we
are really not. Women are s%rony./

16 year-old
Canaan High
School

What are the negative
effects of girls feeling unsafe?

According to a national survey conducted by the Girl Scout
Research Institute in 2003, girls who do not feel safe are more
likely to feel sad, have trouble paying attention in school, get
grades below A's and B's, and have trouble making decisions.
They also are more likely to feel that they cannot keep them-
selves safe, are less likely to feel that they can do anything if
they try hard enough, and are more likely to worry about mak-
ing new friends and about finding adults and peers they can talk
to and trust.

Safety should be a shared goal between adults and girls.
Many girls view their own safety as a personal problem — one
they believe they have to deal with alone. The more adults
know about how girls perceive safety, the better they will be
able to help them develop effective strategies for coping with
emotionally and/or physically dangerous situations.

...About Bullying
and Harassment



The War in lraq
is very important
to us (me) right
now because it's
determining all of
our fates as well
as many other
peoples.

7th Grader
Browns River
Middle School

The warin Iraq is
probably a big
important issue for
most because
many have family
members or
people they know
there.

Junior
Center for
Technology
Essex

What Teen Girls Say...

ational issues can also impact

teens’ feelings of safety. Teen

girls were asked to rate the im-
portance of issues in their lives that they
have little control over and that have a na-
tional scope. The Iraq War was the issue
of greatest concern for teens at every
single age category and region. Though
realted, girls were much less concerned
about their safety from terrorism.

“The war is an important issue to
me and my friends right now. We
would just like it to all be over.”

11 year-old
Malletts Bay School

The Importance of National Issues: Teens who
say these are personal concerns daily or weekly
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...About National Issues



Voicing Teen Concerns

When given the opportunity to give input on what teens see as
critical issues, girls had lots on their minds.

“Peer pressure, abortion, jobs, education, college, self-
image, eating disorders are all important issues to my-
self and other girls friends, because they are things we
worry about, some we are scared of. What if a friend
gets pregnant? Am | going to get into a good school?
Dhould | worry if s0-and-so has an eating disorder?”
15 year-old, Lamoille Union High School

Leading their concerns, 36% of girls mentioned “body image”
or “weight” in their written open-ended responses. 32% men-
tioned teen pregnancy, sexual activity or orientation, 31% men-
tioned teen drug use and drinking, and 16% mentioned worry
over the Irag War. We've already mentioned drugs and war in
previous pages, so let’s turn our attention to body image, and
Issues around teen sexuality.

Top Issues Discusse d by Teen Girls

EBody Image and Weight El Teen pregnancy, sex and abortion
EDrugs and Drinking Olrag War
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een girls were also focused on

and very concerned about the

way the media portrays them
through commercials, movies and in
music videos. This came out in both
the areas of the survey where they
were asked to rate key issues for them
personally, and again when they were
asked to comment on issues most
affecting them and other girls.

Size is important
because models
and people on
TV are extremely
Skinny and most
girls want to be

like them.

11 year-old
Fredrick H. Tuttle

Middle School

“IMAGE. it ties right into
the media and how, if
you're not skinny, you're
not pretty. i think the me-
dia has a negative effect
on body image.”

Senior
Rutland HS



irls’ self-image is largely depen-

dent on whether their behaviors

and attitudes align with their
peers. Itis also dependent on the adults
who influence them, the media, and girls’
own sense of self and body image.
These messages are often conflicting
and contradictory; on one hand girls are
told to be happy the way they are, and
on the other hand, they are given the
message that being overweight is un-
healthy and unattractive.

“I think body image is huge to
girls my age. There is always

pressure to look good, because
you are afraid that if you don’t

people will tease you.”
14 year-old
Essex High School

The image of girls and women
in magazines and on the tv...
we are influenced to be

perfect on a daily basis.

16 year-old
“l think that girls on 2 whole Harwood Union
are much too concerned High School
with their body images, and

that this leads to a great

lack in confidence in many

girls, which in turn leads to

ing disord d
wew 1ea@DOUt the Media

16 year-old

suemseery - @Nd Body Image




What Teen Girls Say...

een girls have lots of concerns and conflict-

ing feelings about sexual issues, for them

selves and for their friends. When talking
about sex and sexuality, other concerns like pres-
sure to drink or do drugs can enter in, making
these issues more complicated.

"I Think That maybe kids
should be more in;r[ormed abogf
sex and drinking and drugs
when They enfer middle and
h‘ghSChool becayse alof of Thinsg
are unknown and that makes it
MUCH more scary.”
13 year old

Leland and Gray

“Teen pregnancy and
dealing with life in
general is important.
We are growing up and
we are going through a
stage in life where we
think we Know it all and
can do it just get up and
go out into the world but
we really cant.”
Junior
Winooski High
School




“7eemgers my age Fhink that
+he %eenayers that use olrUyS,
smoke, chew, and have sex are

imfor%am‘. my triends and me

talk about 1714 yr olds that
have sex at +his age and how
i+'s oo early and “about feof/e
in Hhe school who got i

Frouble /zy getting ccuxg/n‘ doin
a’rUgs and smoking. we also +alk
about how we are fat and how
we want to b skinnier and how
everyone Fhinks 7‘/)ey have +o b

Jike one of +hose super skinny

models.”

8th grader
Mount Anthony Union

Middle School

...About Sex , Abortion
and Teen Pregnanacy,



The 411: Where Teens
Get their Information

Teen issues around body image, sex, substances and even
things like war are complex and often interconnected, making
them difficult to manage and adding to a teen’s daily stress.
Their sources for information are varied, and sometimes
conflicting, so we looked at where teen girls get information on
their issues. Girls were given an opportunity to tell us the top
three ways they get “the 411" on current issues and events:

Sources for Teen Info on Issues

600/0
500/0
400/0
300/0
200/0
100/0

00/0

Newspaper  Radio TVnews OherTV News  Takingwith Takingwith  Schod Intemet
shows  magazines myfriends myparents dasses/
teachers

Girls’ sources for information were very consistent across all
age groups. However, the influence of school and teachers in-
creased as girls ages and grades increased. By age 15-17, 67%
of teens identified school classes and teachers as their primary
source of information, surpassing friends and media.



Teen Girls Take Edacation
and the Fatare Seriously

When asked to prioritize their top issues from a list of nineteen
ISsues, girls at every age chose “the quality of my high school
education” as their top issue. Their concern was addressed
again when they were asked to write freely about their most
important issues.

Concern for the Future: Teens who Say this is a
Personal Concern Daily or Weekly

N11-13yrs  m1315ys  O1517yrs  WOver 17 yrs
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In written statements girls expressed feeling the pressure of
budget cuts and diminishing school size, and worry about how
their school quality will affect their own futures.
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“I love growing up in Vermont, the
area 1s not the issue, I love it here.
However, I wish there was better
funding for schools. I've seen schools
which once had excellent programs
decline over the years. My hometown
school taught algebra, geometry, trigo-
nometry, etc...when adults were in
school. By the time it was my turn to
g0, there were different levels of “inte-
grated math”. I changed schools to
one that has good academic structure,
but minimal fine arts and extra activi-
ties (although it is a private school,
but same for public schools as well).
think that having more options at
school would make people want to be
there. There is a lot of money in the
world that is getting put into useless
things, so why can’t our schools have
better funding?”

17 year-old
Rice Memorial
High School

“dchool is fine, but it
would be better if we had more
money, less budget cuts. The
staff at my high school is really
great though. Pay teachers

more, they deserve it.”

Sophomore
Milton High School



“Although Vermont is a great
state to grow up in; small
close communities, many
learning opportunities, and a
beautiful clean environment;
there is something missing.
When I leave Vermont and
meet other people I realize
the sheltered life Vermont stu-
dents lead. Most of my peers
have traveled no farther than
Maine or New York. It is es-
sential for all Vermont stu-
dents to experience a culture
other than their own. ... So
many schools in Vermont are
no more than 500 students
and thus do not have the
money required for cultural
experiences. It is my concern,
as well as the concern of
many of my peers, that when
we apply for college our lack-
ing experience outside of Ver-
mont could be a set back. All
in all, more cultural opportuni-
ties should be provided for
Vermont teens...."

Sophomore
Missisquoi Valley
Union High School

...About Education
and the Fature




Teens as Leaders

One way for teen girls to feel like they have control of their
lives is by having an opportunity to experience leadership. So
the survey asked girls to share what leadership experiences
they'd had.

Teens Who Have Held Leadership Positions
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B Run for Student Council

O Helped a friend with his or her student campaign

B Held a leadership position in a club or organization

Served on a board

M Served as a state or national legislative page

B Written a letter to the editor of your school or town paper

B Volunteered or campaigned for a local, state or national politician
O Gone to a rally, march or demonstration

Met with a legislator

Made a public speech taking a stand on an issue

In addition to actual leadership experiences, many girls
expressed leadership traits such as a value of others and
their circumstances, a willingness to mentor younger girls or
a desire to work for solutions.



“I'd like to let
younger girls know
they can talk to me
anytime for support

on any problem they

are having.”

16 year-old
Champlain Valley
Union High School

“l would like there
to be more people they
(Jounger girls) can talk
to about problems.
| want them to feel
100% safe instead of
only 90%.”

Junior
Randolph Union
High School




Teens Interested ina
Leadership Experience

Meade a public speech taking a stand on an issue |
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Leadership experiences give a teen the skills she can
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use when determining her future, her choices and her own
destiny. To get an understanding for the gap between ac-
tual experience and the desire for leadership opportunities,

teens were also asked if they had a desire for leadership
experiences that they simply hadn't “gotten around to” or

“were not brave enough” to do. Aimost 25% of teens that

participated in the survey were part of this group. Their

interest provides mentors, schools and organizations with
ample opportunity to focus efforts on extending leadership
skills and experiences to more teen girls.



Teens Speak Oat to their
Senators and Representatives

Included in the survey was an opportunity for teens to “tell
a Vermont Senator or Representative about growing up in
Vermont or something about being a student in their school or
town that a Vermont Senator or Representative might not
know.” Vermont has an open government system and very
approachable legislators, yet most teens have not experi-
enced the opportunity to speak directly to them. We included
this in the survey, so that girls could share their ideas and
concerns in written form...and share they did! Some com-
mon concerns emerged in girls’ comments: 19% of the com-
ments included messages about smoking, drinking, and
drugs; nearly 10% commented on bullying, harassment, and
violence in their lives; and many spoke of the boredom of
small town life and issues around their education and future
in Vermont.
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“M irls have ve

/o::nZe f=esteen, mos:Ly
have ean‘ing disorders,
and many are a’e/:ressea" ’

Junior
North Country

Union High School

"Drug use is @ problem as is
alcohol. There needs To be
more done To prevent iT at
suCh @ young age. Also
PoliCG of‘ficel‘s ot “qudenT
resource officers” That
parole The srounds of
sChools have nol helped.
There needs To be a 9ood
way of sToppihs This.”
Sophomore
Bellows Free Academy
St. Albans, VT

“My favorite thing about
being a Vermont teen is
nothing. My least favorite
thing about living in
Vermont is the snow.”
8th grader
St. Albans

City School




“i like the fact that Vermont is a very sate
p/ace but still deals with issves from the rest of
the country such as rape, racism, efc. i do not
like the fact that there is not much ethricity
ditferences and Ineoln/e are on/y vsed +o deal ing
with Inrob/ems and peop/e in one -fyfe of way.”

Junior
Arlington Memorial
High School

“Vermont is a great place to grow up. Most
kids are really informed about world politics
and the state of everything right now, we’re
allowed to be ourselves. It’s nice to be some-
where where freedom really does mean free.”

Freshman
U-32 Junior/Senior

High School

...t0 their Senators
and Representatives



A Place at the Table:
Civic Engagement for Teen Girls

Our town meeting system is a significant political and
social event. By organizing in our local circles, we begin to
shape creative solutions necessary for change — a true
indicator of democracy. The majority of our Vermont resi-
dents are female, so to maintain the health of our democ-
racy, we must welcome young women to the table. The
great majority of teen girls do not attend their town meet-
ing, regardless of age or region. Yet the survey showed
that of girls who do attend, as girls get older they attend
town meeting less often. And surprisingly, 100% of teens
that could vote did not attend their town meeting.

Did You Attend Town Meeting?

yrs yrs 15-17

Over
17 yrs

OYes BNo




Irls cannot aspire to what they do not see as pos-

sible. While women and girls make up 51%, a

simple majority, of our state’s population, the
current balance of women to men in the House is only
33%. The same is true of the Vermont Senate. These are
laudable averages when compared to many other states,
and the nation at large, but are they good enough by
Vermont standards?

| think it would be great talking to someone.
| believe that the representatives or ones

| Know are doing a great job of seeing what
is happening in their own town. | also like
the idea of seeing more female faces in the
government.

Freshman
Rice Memorial

High School

“It’s hard not having much say in anything
going on in my life. I am not taken seriously, 1

feel, and it sucks.”

Senior
Rock Point School

Vermont has a powerful, historic culture of civic voice and
engagement. So how do we extend that culture to be
welcoming to our youngest citizens?



he civic community at large — advocates,

non-profits, community organizers, educa-

tors, religious leaders, state and local
representatives — share a responsibility for treating
young voters and soon-to-be voters as politically
active participants. By the 2000 census, the
population under 18 was almost equal in size to the
baby boom generation. Vermont's future depends
on diminishing the discord that exists between
politics and young people and replacing it with
opportunity and engagement.



Conclasions and Recommendations

The voices of Vermont girls in this study can lead a charge for
change. By using the information they have provided, schools,
government leaders, the Vermont Commission on WWomen, the
Girl Scouts, and other youth development organizations, will be
better equipped to address the concerns and opportunities inher-
ent in their responses.

Teen responses confirm that self-esteem is strongly linked to
peer comments and body image. Vermont teen girls exist in a no-
win world: they identify great concern about media emphasis on
appearance, and yet many have a desire to be more thin, more
attractive, and more like models they see on TV and in maga-
zines. This indicates that while girls place a premium on self-
esteem, body shape and weight are still perceived as more im-
portant. Girls need help and support in making the connections
that form their attitudes. It's up to adults to partner with teens and
challenge local businesses, media outlets, advertisers, and re-
tailers to present girls and their full diversity in positive, teen-
savvy ways.

Because emotional health, self-esteem, and body image play
a critical role in girls’ attitudes about themselves, messages
need to acknowledge what is important to them: their friendships,
fitting in with peers, feeling good about themselves, and feeling
safe (emotionally and physically). In spite of extensive efforts on
the part of law-makers and school systems, bullying and harass-
ment are still major obstacles for girls’ emotional well-being. They
also experience a difference between the way conflicts and ha-
rassment between boys are addressed and the way schools
address the more subtle harassment used by girls. Approaches
that acknowledge, recognize and address both kinds of harass-
ment with equal seriousness will connect with girls and increase
their feelings of emotional safety.



It is important to know that most teens see smoking, drug use, and
drinking as unhealthy, but girls also view them as a normal part of
teen life. Vermont girls reported that peers involved in sexual activity,
drug use and drinking surround them, and they are troubled by what
they perceive to be an increase in these activities. The majority of
teens surveyed also indicated great concern for their friends around
these topics, while indicating they, themselves, have made different
choices. “Just say no” efforts that merely discourage poor choices
without providing positive alternatives are incomplete. \WWe must pro-
vide motivation for girls to continue to make sound choices.

Vermont teens are very articulate about the strengths and weak-
nesses of their schools. The majority spoke highly of their educa-
tional experiences. Many teen girls expressed con-cern for schools
continuing to provide quality education in a competitive market, and
during difficult budget times. Teens have enough to manage worrying
about the quality or cost of their current school education, but teens
also should be given an opportunity to be part of the community con-
versation. By involving them in problem-solving as student “consum-
ers” they may provide new insights or creative solutions, and they will
gain a powerful understanding of the costs of a Vermont education.

In the past, leadership roles were male-dominated; women did not
have the same access as men. While this has been reduced dramati-
cally, some gender-related gaps prevail. Many teen girls express in-
herent leadership skills: compassion, drive, the desire to be change
agents, and the ability to see where things can be improved. Girls
need mentors and increased pathways excel as leaders. Teen girls
also feel disconnected from local politics and community action, even
though they have expressed clear opinions and ideas around commu-
nity issues. Government leaders are challenged to be a voice for
teen issues, and to include teens in their discussions. These opportu-
nities may even serve as a model for reducing more of the barriers to
equality for all girls and women.



Tips for Parents and Mentors

Girls are exposed to messages everyday about fads, sexual activity, war,
health, and appearance from family, friends, media, and school. Parents
and mentors help teen girls critically examine the often conflicting informa-
tion and make positive decisions for life.

B Be a positive role model. Parents, particularly mothers, are a primary
influence in their daughters’ lives. The choices you make about sub-
stances, clothing, food and physical activity, the comments you make
about your looks and the things you value have a strong impact.

B Don’t assume to know what girls consider important, and don’'t expect
them to automatically share their concerns with parents or other adults.
Be proactive about asking how they are getting along with others, even
if they are reluctant to talk.

B Realize that a safe location is not always safe from teasing and
harassment. Take emotional harm seriously. Classrooms, sports fields,
or group meetings, and even while home on the computer, often create
opportunities for girls to be teased. Alert teachers if you see your daugh-
ter being isolated or bullied. Teasing, gossiping and name-calling that is
unwanted should never be ignored by adults.

B Get involved in community efforts. Work with organizations and your
daughter’s school to make sure there are a variety of opportunities for
teen girls to have a voice. Encourage your daughter to become an advo-
cate, too. Girls have a unique girl perspective about leadership and
bring a great deal of compassion to their efforts. When they have a
voice and an opportunity to make a difference, their self-esteem soars
and they make better decisions in all aspects of their lives.

M Be relevant. Frame your conversations in ways that address the topics
most relevant to your daughter. Welcome her ideas, concerns, and con-
versations as part of her decision-making process. Teen girls need to
sort out what’s on their minds with caring adults frequently, and in a
safe, non-judgmental environment.



GIRL SCOUTS

Girl Scout Council of Vermont
79 Allen Martin Drive

Essex Junction, VT 05452-3400
T 802-878-7131 F 802-878-3943
www.girlscoutsvt.org

F1ss1On
M WOMEN

126 State Street
Montpelier, VT 05633-6801
T 800-881-1561

F 802-828-2930
www.women.state.vt.us



