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Preface

Learning, ‘if she has a real taste for it, will not only make her contented, but happy in it’, wrote Lady Mary Wortley Montague some two hundred years ago. This advice on education was for the benefit of her little grand-daughter. She warned, however, that it would be ‘most absolutely necessary’ for her to ‘conceal whatever learning she attains with as much solicitude as she would hide crookedness or lameness; the parade of it can only serve to draw on her the envy, and consequently the most inveterate hatred, of all he and she fools’.

This is a book for those who, considering themselves to be neither he nor she fools, believe that it is possible for girls to have a real taste for learning. To some it might seem that all teachers, by their very profession, must hold to such a belief; the evidence, unfortunately, does not support such a view. In a society in which the pre-eminence of feminine beauty over feminine intelligence has diminished little since the eighteenth century the temptation for females to be intellectually able is still easily resisted. That the temptation to take seriously girls’ intellectual ability is also easily resisted by many educators is likewise sadly evident.

Dr Guido Brunner, when European Commissioner responsible for Education, issued a report which is damning in the extreme in its criticism of the education being given to girls throughout Europe. Pointing out that one woman in five in the UK is the family breadwinner, he goes on to show how little help she is given by her education to reach a position in which she can earn enough to support herself, let alone a family. Girls, he says, are suffering from ‘inequalities which should not be allowed to exist in our community’. Girls everywhere are under-achieving, even those who are being successful at school. They are likely to be discouraged from a too-ambitious attitude towards further education. Far more than twice as many boys as girls go to university; far fewer girls than boys continue schooling after the minimum leaving age and hardly any girls get into technical training or apprenticeships. The lot of those who start out with only limited intellectual potential is even worse: their education often finishes long before they have left school.

Dr Brunner puts all this boldly at the door of ‘discrimination and sex stereotyping’; yet there must be few teachers who would accept such an accusation with ease. Although there are undoubtedly prejudiced people in the teaching profession, as in all other walks of life, there are far more who are simply unaware that they are perpetuating an unsatisfactory state of affairs, and who are all too aware that many young girls appear to be perfectly content with things as they are.

Alas, there will always be girls who will have no need to hide their learning, having none to hide. How easy it has been therefore to dismiss them as ineducable and to relegate them to the ranks of the foolish which they have graced for so long. Whilst the prevailing model for the ideal woman is the pretty, silly, acquisitive but submissive dolly-girl who decorates most of our advertisements, or the man-hunting adventuress who dominates the magazines, we might well doubt the need for educating girls. Girls who believe that their only hope for the future is to find a man who will support them do not respond too well to pressure to involve themselves in the work that is currently offered to them in many schools. Obviously in an insecure world they will put their best efforts into those aspects of life that promise to bring them the desired reward. Teachers have the job of trying to show them that this is no adequate aim in life. To do so teachers need to know why it is not, if they are to carry conviction. It is all too easy for staff, infected by the boredom and resentment of their adolescent students, to resign themselves to the belief that these girls’ interests lie outside the school and should be left to lie there.

Ivan Illich and other de-schoolers propose freedom to choose to absent oneself from school. There is a case to be made for allowing young adolescents to leave if they find school intolerable and have work to go to which would be more interesting and rewarding. There is an even better case to be made for making the acquisition of knowledge more interesting and rewarding than any other work. Currently there is little work that uneducated and not very intellectual girls can do in our society that is more rewarding than the studying that they could be doing at school. Unfortunately, what they are doing in school is often neither meaningful nor useful; too many are merely keeping themselves occupied and sometimes they are not even doing that. They are biding their time until they can leave.

Indifference to learning is easily nurtured, albeit unwittingly, by those who expect to find it; and there are still teachers whose behaviour suggests that they do not really believe that girls will ever want to learn. Quite a number doubt, for example, that many girls can have any ability in such subjects as maths, science, engineering and the like; girls respond by showing little interest.

The notion that there is a specific entity known as a ‘Man’s Mind’ can be discouraging to those who by birth are excluded from the possession of such a luxury. Indeed it can create even today the kind of bitterness that led George Eliot in the last century to write: ‘A man’s mind – what there is of it-has always the advantage of being masculine, as the smallest birch tree is of a higher kind than the most soaring palm – and even his ignorance is of a sounder quality.’

It is not suggested for one moment that there are no differences between men and women, nor that those which are perceived are either all artificially engendered or necessarily bad. What is important is to become aware of those practices which stem from stereotyped ideas, and which react to the detriment of girls’ education. There is a need for us to adjust our thinking so that we can adjust our behaviour. To the extent that we type-cast girls into the social role of the intellectually inferior, we limit their ability to develop their own personalities.

We have to thank Miss Beale and Miss Buss and all the other excellent nineteenth-century reformers for their magnificent work in bringing to light the damage that was being done by such thinking. They improved beyond measure the educational lot of upper-class and middle-class girls. To this day such girls suffer from somewhat fewer handicaps than do their less fortunate sisters.

In their day these reformers were determined to ensure that girls would have the same opportunities as boys, which they perceived in terms of upper-class boys’ schools. They did not wholly succeed because they were under pressure to demonstrate that girls deserved, let alone needed, such opportunities. It became, in fact, incumbent on women who wished to be educated to prove that they were as good as men. Where Lady Mary had accepted the status quo her successors decided to fight it. As a result, from these nineteenth-century reformers we inherited an educational system based on the implicit assumption that the needs of girls must be shown to be identical with those of boys. Since then, apart from the addition of a few feminine subjects to the timetable, of their nature forbidden to boys until the Sex Discrimination Act, no real thought has been given to the idea that there might be other aspects of feminine life which should be taken into account by those who are educating girls.

A school system in which girls’ education has aped that of boys, even to the extent of a uniform that was originally an adaptation of male attire, reinforces this commitment on the part of girls to prove their worth in male terms. Underlying the education that we give to children from the earliest age is this assumption, therefore, that boys and girls are coping with the same tasks. Fortunately up to the age of puberty this is a reasonable working hypothesis. By and large primary schools cater well enough for the needs of all children; it is in the secondary schools that the disadvantages of being a girl begin to take on more significance. Not surprisingly, therefore, it is in these schools that girls begin to be difficult and that teachers begin to lose heart.

Attempts to look at the education of girls separately from that of boys will always be hampered by the danger of implied corroboration of prejudices; different is assumed to mean inferior. Whilst this is the case we need first of all to tackle those areas in which perception of differences is irrational and then those where it is not only rational but helpful. We need at the same time to recognise the disadvantages to both boys and girls of these prejudices.

Any segregation of society into two extreme groups is inevitably damaging to both. To concentrate, as I am doing, on the difficulties that girls experience is not to suggest that boys are not also victims of this invalid dichotomy. Whilst girls undoubtedly suffer from prejudices and misconceptions which their brothers have been spared, they have also been permitted freedoms that have not been so easily available to boys. A sound education system would redress these wrongs.

Girls have, in the past, been allowed to be gentle and sensitive, quiet and passive, to care for the weak and the damaged and to admit to frailty. Boys, on the other hand, have been asked to be masterful and strong whatever their inclinations, to conceal their feelings and to condemn weakness in themselves and others. Girls have been free to live in the privacy of their own inner worlds of imagination and fantasy, to take the small matters of daily life into serious consideration and yet, if they wish, to be frivolous. Boys in contrast have the virtues of extraversion and reality-testing firmly put before them.

Girls are allowed to adorn themselves and to enjoy their own physical beauty; even now, after a decade of unisex, boys are governed by strict rules of attire far more limiting than those applying to girls. Girls are more likely than boys to be encouraged to discover creative pursuits which do not necessarily lead to careers; they may cook and sew, although they are not expected to see themselves as future chefs, and they rarely dominate the world of haute couture. In fact their inner imaginative worlds and their creative tendencies have been given some freedom to develop, so long as they have kept them to themselves; it is only when they break Lady Mary’s strictures and allow their intellectual interests to be known, or venture with their ideas into the outer world, that they bring down opprobrium on themselves.

The more that women demand to partake of the external world, the more disapproval they expose themselves to. This unfortunately pressurises a great many girls into rejecting all the positive aspects of their sexual caste, in their attempts to redress the balance. We are seeing frightening signs of this in the brutality that some of them practise in their determination to demonstrate some fantasied equality of physical strength.

Members of women’s movements have drawn attention to the number of ways in which girls have been educated to see themselves as subsidiary to boys: as help-mates rather than initiators. Boys become surgeons and business tycoons, girls become nurses and secretaries. Helping has become synonymous with relegation to a secondary role, yet in rejecting the picture of themselves as helpers girls can turn their backs on some of the most valuable contributions that anyone can make to society.

The demands of motherhood, exaggerated by one section of society so that nothing short of total servitude by the mother to the family is accepted, can be too easily relegated to a minor position by those who would throw off these shackles altogether. Meanwhile for too long boys have been virtually excluded from taking part in the enjoyable aspects of child-rearing. The sense of inferiority expressed by so many housewives does not come from the role of helper or mother, but from the poor value set by society on house-centred work. When all boys too are brought up to be helpers, to find the pleasures that have been so long denied to them in child-care and to feel no shame in taking part in running a home, the menial aspects of such essential work may disappear. At present it is for the most part only the privileged middle- and upper-class men who dare risk abdicating the traditional male role in this way.

A world full of helpers who saw themselves and were seen by others as pillars of society, instead of second-class citizens, would surely be a splendid place. In such a world we could trust to a secure future undreamed of in our present war-torn, warrior-dominated lives. Schools could make a start in creating such a world.

This book is not, therefore, dedicated to the idea that girls always get a worse deal than boys. It is concerned with those aspects of the treatment that they receive in schools that undoubtedly hampers their development in some essential areas, and with the behaviour that so many of them are beginning to show which can only be detrimental to their own happiness, as well as to that of others.

There is no doubt then from the evidence presented in Dr Brunner’s report and Eileen Byrne’s Women and Education that girls receive less help than boys in gaining benefit from the education that is offered to them, and that they therefore have less breadth of career choice. There is no doubt also that girls are beginning to cause more and more concern to their teachers when they reach their teens. It is equally certain that there are ways in which the distinctive needs of girls are not being met.

This should not, by any means, all be blamed on schools. Teachers may want girls to learn but powerful forces from outside school, even sometimes from their own homes, will persuade them otherwise. Nevertheless there is a great deal that can be done through the education system.

I am concerned with such of the anomalies as can be rectified by the work of individual teachers, rather than those which require a reform of the whole structure. Whilst we live in hope of exciting new ventures, the majority of teachers are concerned with their day-to-day task of educating the next generation. My aim is not, therefore, to preach revolution but more modestly to look for solutions to immediate problems.

In 1963 the Newsons produced their report Half Our Future which alerted us to our failure to provide for the less able children in our schools. Some notice was taken of their excellent advice. Now we need to examine what is happening, not so much to half our future as to far more than half, since girls will be the future mothers of families.

If I appear to criticise the teaching profession in my attempt to put the case of the girls they teach I would offer in mitigation my recognition that teachers perform a desperately demanding and, in some schools, an excessively difficult task; and that as a former teacher I take it for granted that we all know how much strain this work causes. In my experience some teachers fulfil their role with a skill that often amounts to heroism, and get precious little recognition for it from the outside world; they realise this and ignore it because their concern is for the children they teach.

Teaching, requiring as it does concern, involvement and unremitting concentration, besides academic ability, patience and almost unlimited energy, is hard and relatively poorly paid work. There are easier and more financially rewarding ways of earning a living; but those who take up any profession have to remind themselves from time to time that the essence of professionalism is to put the needs of others before ourselves. The fact that other professionals do not always have such a pure outlook on their responsibilities should not be of consequence to a teacher.

Only the teaching profession has the responsibility for developing the minds of the young. Those who deal with their bodies, their teeth, their eyes or their feet might be better paid but they do not do such important work. Teachers who develop the thinking faculties of the young are dealing with something that can affect the future of the world; developing the thinking faculties of the mothers of the next generation, done well, might go some way towards saving us from Armageddon.

If their education helps them to enjoy learning, girls can pass to their children, and to their children’s children, the possibility of being happy in learning. Teachers can create this enjoyment if they can find it in their hearts to like the girls they teach; liking people requires getting to know them. I hope in this book to help some of you to get to know your girl students better and so like them better.

I am concerned in particular for those new or aspiring teachers who may have been intimidated by some of the stories that are put about concerning adolescent girls. I would like to encourage them to have trust in the girls they teach, and to embark on their careers with enthusiasm.

Enthusiasm has to be tempered with reality, but not crushed by it, so I present some of the realities of everyday life in ordinary schools attended by ordinary girls. Without dwelling to excess on those few who present problems that are manifestly beyond the skills of the ordinary teacher, I hope to increase understanding of some of the more intractable behaviour that may at first seem incomprehensible. I write from my own experience of thirty years’ work both as a teacher and as a psychologist. I have also drawn on the knowledge of the many teachers whom I have met in the course of my lecturing and research. My most valuable source of information has been girls themselves, in particular those who have helped me recently by giving generously of their time to talk to me and to my colleagues. Around four hundred girls from all types of school have been given an interview structured by a questionnaire. Others have had a longer term of contact in the form of counselling or therapy with either myself or a school counsellor. Most of these counsellors have been in training with me at Exeter University, where I have tried to inculcate into them a commitment to listening to what adolescents have to say themselves, as an essential preliminary to embarking on any programme for their reform, improvement or even entertainment.

All names and some details have been altered so as to retain anonymity, and for the sake of convenience I have taken adolescence to begin in girls where it very often does begin, with the onset of menstruation. I have used the term ‘pupil’ more often than the increasingly preferred ‘student’ so as to avoid confusion with student teachers.




Chapter 1 An Introduction to Adolescent Girls

Let me introduce you to adolescent girls first through the eyes of a man:


that dubious quality of young feminine life which is so fleeting and so easily destroyed. The presence of a man destroys it in a second, introducing a different element altogether. Totally unconscious of what is happening to their young bodies and souls, girls, when they are thus alone together, give themselves up to all manner of little gestures, movements, abandonments, which not only the presence of a man but the presence of an older woman could drive away. Certain filmy and delicate essences in young girls’ beings come to the surface only when they are alone like this with one another. When any of them is alone by herself it is different again; for then her own thoughts are apt to play the part of intruders and cause those fragile petals of her identity to draw in and close up.



John Cowper Powys wrote this nearly half a century ago; does she still exist, this wisp of a girl? Or was she only ever a figment of male fantasy? It would certainly be hard to identify her amongst the strident hoydenish young ladies who dominate some of our third and fourth year groups. Does the girl who waits outside the school gate to attack physically and brutally the friends she shared her lunch with only yesterday have a fragile petal of identity? Oddly enough, I believe she has: an identity whose fragility is such that it is even more liable for destruction nowadays than it was in 1933; an identity which is in fact in danger. It is her teachers who are in the best position to help her to find it and preserve it.

If we are to make any sense of the behaviour of young people we have to begin by believing in them; this means believing in the possibility of something in their essence. Goethe tells us that there is a basic goodness in all human beings. Without some such faith it must be hard, if not impossible, to find the patience and tolerance that is the prerequisite for coping with so much of the incomprehensible behaviour that characterises adolescence. Patience and tolerance are not all that is required, they are simply fundamental necessities. Beyond them we need other qualities like toughness, consistency and the ability to bear with being disliked. Sometimes it seems that we need to have the qualities of saints, but I do not believe that this is really the case. No human being, however much in need, can demand sanctity from another as a right. The tolerance to be extended to the young need only be reasonable. Should it spill over into sanctity, or something of the kind, it might actually be bad for both the young and old alike.

Why then this need for tolerance? Adolescents seem always to have made excessive demands on the patience of adults. Perhaps it is true that the condition known as adolescence is a function of society or indeed, as has been suggested, an invention of our culture. Certainly researchers like Margaret Mead have given convincing evidence that there are societies which show few, if any, of what we recognise as typical adolescent behaviour patterns. But in the Western world for many centuries it has seemed that only in those societies which have kept the young in submission, by rigid protocol or by malnutrition, do we see no signs of disruption or revolt during the years between 10 and 20.

In our society, for every one young person who goes through these years in peace and tranquillity there appear to be at least three who cause havoc and chaos. No doubt this is an exaggerated perception but it is common amongst teachers and the general public alike. Throughout our history, the transition from childhood to adulthood has been seen as a time for testing out the limits of freedom by the young, and struggling to define them by the old. There is a common belief, and a good deal of evidence from statistics on delinquency to support it, that this rebelliousness is on the increase. Alan Harrington in his book Psychopaths quotes Robert Lindher: 4A profound and terrifying change has taken over the character of that time of life we call "adolescence"’, suggesting that young people are not only ‘conventionally rebellious’ but in a state of ‘mutiny against Life itself.

Whether or not this syndrome is really on the increase overall, there is no doubt that of late the impact of the adolescence of girls has been making itself felt in new and very concrete ways. Whereas in the past delinquency and crimes of violence were the province of boys, nowadays girls too are making bombs and hijacking planes. The ratio of female to male delinquents, until recently remaining pretty constant, now appears to be changing, and girls, though still well behind boys, are responding rapidly to the violence of the times. In schools they are also making their presence felt by bolder and more assertive behaviour. Headteachers who once thought of girls as the stabilising influence in their schools have been known to quail at the sight of some of their new-style female adolescents clad in what is still thought of as masculine attire and expressing their opinions as forcefully as any boys do. At the same time, girls are still undertaking their confrontation with the adult world along the established lines: by being generally defiant and obtuse; by indulging in proscribed sexual practices; by taking whatever forbidden drugs are fashionable, in particular by taking an overdose; and, perhaps most frustrating of all, by running away. Along with this in school we continue to find the startling drop in work output that accompanies the arrival of more serious interest in the opposite sex for so many girls.

What then has happened to these girls that makes them deviate so much from the still-established concept of the feminine ideal? Perhaps it is this question that we must answer before we can begin to deal with the girls themselves. We need to examine what we do to them before we can understand what they do to us.

What we do to a girl, first of all, is define femininity for her. We then present her with a world in which she is supposed to cope in a feminine way whilst being bombarded with messages that contradict, for her, almost everything that she has been taught. In adolescence she tries to redefine femininity for herself. It could be that this redefinition, that is so painful for all of us nowadays, is the inevitable outcome of the changes that have been taking place all over the world, throughout the last century or so, in attitudes to women. Perhaps these changes are coming to some sort of climax in the second half of this century through which we may be able to see what girls really need to learn about being female.

If we look at a girl’s life-history up to adolescence, we see a similar pattern now to the one which has been with us for at least a hundred years. As a baby she is cared for, protected and controlled by adults. She is given to understand what is expected of her in the way of behaviour as a little girl by adults who are often totally unaware that they are providing any such information. As a young girl she goes out into the world usually feeling strong enough to cope because of the stability that her family has provided. She learns now to deal on her own with external reality. She can rely on some kind of support from the adults at home whilst she is taken up into a world of work and play which in all probability she attacks with zest and success, and with very little question as to its significance to herself. She is quite possibly more approved of than the boys with whom she associates and in many ways more successful and content than they are. She rarely doubts the rightness of what is happening to her and in any case she has no say in the matter.

Then almost overnight she is transformed. She reaches puberty. It is not possible to exaggerate the significance of this event for a girl, though it is frequently played down, if not totally ignored, by the adult world. The education that she has received in school has been identical with that of a boy in its demands that she be competitive, assertive and success-oriented. Now with the arrival of puberty she finds herself in a world radically different from that of the boys, and changed for ever. Although in school her education continues along the same lines, every other aspect of her life becomes dominated by ideas which are pushing her into the traditional ‘feminine’ part that she will be expected to play; the compliant unassuming role which requires her to charm boys with her dependent docility rather than compete with them with her independent intelligence. The reason for this? Motherhood has become a possibility, with all its attendant demands. From now on, whatever else she may do with her life, she will in some way be dominated by this fact, whether or not she ever actually produces a child.

The comparatively recent developments which have made it possible for her also to decide with some degree of certainty not to become a mother have not only not diminished the importance of this event for her, they have made it even more of a problem. There is no doubt that the coincidental arrival of an age of virtually untrammelled sexuality with reliable contraception has heightened the effect of sexual maturation for girls.

Together with this have come the political changes that are bringing women into some sort of equality with men. Somewhere within the response to these changes, which the adult world has imposed upon her, are to be found the roots of the girl’s new adolescent attitudes. For boys, however great the significance of puberty, these changes have not made such a dramatic impact. The freedom to make sexual experiments is nothing like as novel, and, in the young, the possibility of becoming a father is a distant and relatively insignificant event. This sometimes makes it hard for men to understand the quality of a girl’s reaction to the onset of adolescence. Laurens Van der Post, who has an unusual capacity for awareness of the feminine spirit, suggests that every schoolboy should be taught about the feelings of women. He quotes an Ethiopean woman who lived in the eleventh century AD as saying: ‘How can a man know what a woman’s life is? ... the woman from the day of her first love is "Another".’ Even today, nine hundred years later, perhaps all teachers, male and female, should remember that from the first day of her menarche, of her true femininity, the girl is already and for ever ‘Another’.

Although she is not by any means consciously absorbed in these matters at all times, for many a young girl no other aspect of her life will ever equal in importance the reality of her potential as a wife and mother. School curricula do not seem to take this into account; nor do some teachers. Yet somehow the attitudes of educational planners must change if girls are really to receive the education that they need. It might be helpful for those who find it hard to bear with what looks like a silly obsession with the trivialities of boyfriends to remember these facts. The trivialities are there but they can be a cloak or a substitute for something much more profound. A young girl in school is now in a position to undertake the momentous task of bringing another human being into the world.

When she sees adulthood on the horizon she sees also a world of potential ready-made commitments which she may enter without further thought or preparation. In spite of all the social upheavals that are taking place, marriage and motherhood are still expected of her and to some extent she will always be judged on the basis of how or whether she fulfils these expectations. She knows this. The title ‘wife and mother’ will always bring automatic approval, that of ‘spinster’ never. ‘Husband and father’ has no such obvious status and ‘bachelor’ is quite acceptable. So besides the natural physiological attraction to the opposite sex which is likely to dominate her feelings, she is also driven by these sociological factors which will have an effect on her thinking Increasingly she will be preoccupied with thoughts that lead her away from school and studies and towards what she will often conceptualise as settling down, and having a home of her own. These ideas include, less consciously, taking on the role of the mother with whom she is usually still closely in touch. The fact that she is ill-prepared makes little difference. If she has captured a male, she has fulfilled society’s expectation. She has a place in the world.

The temptation to accept the imposition of this life without question is very strong for a young girl, to whom the world can seem a turbulent and threatening place. Unlike the boys with whom she has grown up she will often not feel encouraged to consider too wide a variety of alternatives. In many schools only lip-service is paid to the notion that girls need careers as much as boys; in many more homes not even lip-service is paid to such a revolutionary idea. Because of the paucity of her expectations, the girl exercises little judgement about what should happen to her.

In this way, a large number of girls preserve themselves from the too-great pressures of future decision-making and settle, before they have begun to mature, for a style of life in which they believe that they will never again feel the need to exert their own personal initiative. Their identity, having been subtly undermined by an indifferent society, is virtually atrophied. Being allowed to drift, or sometimes to run, into a scarcely understood role of colossal responsibility, they lose any sense of themselves. If, on this road towards stagnation, mindless protests are made in the form of violence to society’s rules, who is to blame?

When a simulated maturity in the form of early sexual development is promoted with conscious intention by those with only commercial interests at heart, what chance of survival has the insecure personality of a silly young girl without some kind of firm adult support? What hope have the young when, unprepared by any solid ethical standards at home, they are bombarded by advertisers with encouragement to believe that material goods are the greatest reward that life has to offer? What can we expect from a girl other than obsession with her appearance when she is constantly reminded that her sexual attractions are her greatest asset? Only the strong who have equally strong adult support can hope to resist these blandishments. If a girl’s family cannot supply this support teachers have no option but to try to fill the gap. They might not see this as their role, but society does so increasingly, and they are in a unique position to take on the responsibility of presenting a different and better viewpoint.

There is no doubt that this part of a teacher’s work is one of the most difficult when, for example, even the most carefully reared child is subjected to pre-teen magazines that offer opportunities to chart the number of times she has intercourse as a measure of her self-worth. Others with less careful rearing can receive much more dramatically stimulating encouragement to see themselves primarily as sex objects and only secondarily as human beings. Although there are plenty of girls who do not follow this pattern, there are few who do not somewhere in their adolescent years experience some of the bitterness that the dishonesty of our social mores arouses. Always they will have heard the contradictory messages which tell them at one moment to be competitive, to aim to defeat others in the battle for honours, to study and head for a career; and the next that they must be submissive, yielding, sweet and, above all, attractive to the opposite sex. Too many give way and follow the dangerous route of easy submission, subscribing themselves to the belief that a girl does not need an educated mind, only an attractive body.

Kierkegaard has told us that philistinism tranquillises itself with the trivial. At times society seems to be involved in a vast conspiracy to trivialise women and to push them into philistinism. That they allow themselves so easily to be pushed is a function of generations of trivialisation. Young girls, bombarded with propaganda which it is very hard for them to resist, avoid confronting reality by accepting the trivial role. Should they attempt to take part in a real world they would find themselves in the position of having to make moral decisions. There are no doubt some teachers who think that, because so many of them are inarticulate, adolescent girls do not have the ability to see the world as an arena for fighting moral or ethical battles. Perhaps this is because those teachers have not really met the girls with whom they are dealing. The outer shell may well be one of ill-expressed indifference to the world. Beneath it, in the most obtuse adolescent, is someone who is struggling with genuine and serious problems of an ethical nature.

We may forget that we went through those struggles ourselves, or we may prefer to forget, having failed to resolve them. By the time they have reached their early twenties many of these girls will have forgotten them too, some much earlier. They are then well set on the path of a trivial and unrewarding life. But adolescence is a time of hope. It is a time for altruism and for coming to terms with your own egocentric and amoral self in relation to the rest of the world’s egocentricity and amorality. If these matters are not dealt with, what is left for girls is to slip, perhaps into overt delinquency but, more likely, into what I would call covert delinquency. To allow yourself to be pushed into a trivialised mode of life is as dangerous to yourself and to society as to go in for a life of crime. What lies ahead for such people is at least a life of resentment and waste in which no serious work will be undertaken.

In too many schools teachers, having been delegated the task of bringing into the second half of the twentieth century girls from an environment still rooted in the nineteenth, have themselves so little idea of what these girls are going through. They do not recognise the fact that the adolescent girl is singularly available to encouragement by sympathetic adults to find her own unique ‘petal of identity’. Yet at this time of life she is open in a way that may never be possible again: to ideas, to feelings, to learning about the meaning of the world and to discovering what she herself can give to it.

At no other time in her life will she be in the position to deal so sensitively with her own development. No longer entirely ruled by others, she still has the chance to avoid becoming immersed in responsibilities and customs before she is ready. She has now, with her increased capacity for thought and for self-awareness, a chance to discover a world of her own, one in which she can blossom as a person. She can, with only a little encouragement, dream great dreams and even fulfil them.

Once she has left her adolescence behind she can so easily leave, too, the ability to make that very unusual intuitive response to life that is so significant and so fleeting, that is of inestimable value to the maturing young person, but so terribly easily crushed and so difficult to recapture once it has been lost. If, during these years, we do not feed her spirit, we deprive her and future generations for whom she will be responsible of the enjoyment of a rich and fruitful inner life which is everyone’s birthright and which should especially be the prerogative of mothers of young children. If those who educate her do not recognise the spirit of excitement and wonder that is available to her, they will have failed her, and society, by allowing something irreplaceable to be crushed.

What, then, is this intuition you may ask? It is the ability to live where reality is not. It is the possibility of responding to the world of feeling, of knowing that a primrose by a river’s brim is something more than a simple primrose and of not needing to make sense of this. It is the realisation that the world is a wonderful and awesome place where everyone has a right to be. To adolescents there are no frontiers of science to be pushed forward, they themselves are at the front; they can believe that everything is possible even to themselves. If we do not dash their hopes or systematically quench their ardour, they can reach out to life with confidence. Their instinctive response gives them the possibilities of immense depths of feeling, flashes of astounding perception and moments of intense awareness.

This is not a description of a conscious nor of an intellectual process. Even the dullest, least speculative or academic adolescent goes through this phase of subtle psychological enrichment. At some level all the young, by the nature of their humanity, have the capacity to be artists, scientists, maybe even mystics. They also carry within them the possibility of being murderers, destroyers and rapacious materialists. If we do not give them the opportunity to develop their creative selves their destructive side will surely take over.

Adolescents of the lowest intelligence can show concern for others, can delight in making and giving. They can also, under different circumstances, show nothing but self-centredness, destruction and greed, or at least brashness and a crass insensitivity to the needs of anyone but themselves. They may clam up and take no apparent notice of anything that is presented to them in the way of learning. They can defend themselves with a protective armour which will prevent any intrusion by the adult world.

For some young people the intuitive side of their being is hardly allowed to reach consciousness, so it is not easy for their teachers to discover and nourish it. It is crushed by experiences that make sensitivity a liability rather than an asset. There are frightening people in the world who produce and bring up children in unremitting contact with evil, so that by the time that they reach adolescence they seem already beyond hope. There are children whose parents neglect or ill-treat them, and there are others whose living conditions are such that it is almost impossible for the adults to provide a decent upbringing, however good their intentions.

In a world where children are daily presented with an idealised picture of what life should be like on a screen in their own homes, this kind of life may indeed produce a cynical indifference to other human beings. So damaged are some by their experiences that as a form of self-protection they inhibit their natural human responses to life. Having lost touch with their inner nature, they behave in a manner that is destructive to themselves and to the rest of the world.

This is not a new phenomenon; it has been described by socially conscious writers of all ages. Such children need the greatest sensitivity on the part of the adults who deal with them. Unfortunately they often elicit the least sensitive response because their conduct is so threatening to other people. They are a minority, but a powerful and disruptive one. Some of them show behaviour of such a level that teachers should not even be expected to cope with them in the ordinary classroom. Yet teachers frequently find themselves being blamed for this behaviour although, manifestly, they suffer from it far more than does any other section of the population.

There is, however, a dangerous temptation for some teachers to assume that all badly behaved young people belong in this extreme category and so to abdicate from the responsibility of dealing with them. In fact, of course, the majority of them have not had to suffer these more obvious assaults on their being, and even those who have are not always so damaged that their behaviour in school is affected beyond change. Human beings are adept at surviving in even the most adverse circumstances. Apart from this, large numbers of young people from perfectly reasonable homes show from time to time signs of storm and stress if this seems an apt response to life; they are not beyond the powers of any reasonable teacher to cope with.

These negative aspects of adolescent behaviour are as valuable clues to their inner world as are the positive; if we recognise them for the defences that they are we understand better how to deal with them. We, the adults, decide in the end which aspects of their personalities will be allowed to flourish. The decision comes about through the education that we give them.

For many adolescents this time of life is one of excitement, even delirium, when everything seems possible and so much worthwhile. Most of them will lay a sound foundation, having established their identity and defended it, in all its fragility, from the attacks of the world. This is the time of greatest openness to change, to new ideas and the excitement of very existence. From it they will move into the adult world as reasonably accepting or sometimes over-conforming human beings; they will leave behind the turbulence and the stress. In protecting them from the turbulence we need to see, however, that they do not also leave behind a great part of the joy too. There is always the danger that too many will settle for a mundane and safe approach to new ideas and experiences, rejecting the less secure and more rewarding fields that were so tempting in adolescence. This can happen to those who start off in life full of excitement and good cheer, but come up against intransigent and unimaginative authority.

Civilisation exerts its pressure at an early age. Those who encounter no undue personal difficulties still have to contend with the demands of society. There is encouragement on all sides to conform to the lowest common denominator of thought and feeling, to abandon the sensitive intuitive approach to life in favour of more acceptable group norms. This is where teachers can, if they choose, exert influence. They can add to the growing pressures from the outside world or, if they have the courage, they can resist them and help the adolescent to do likewise. It is in school where the materialism and brutality of the world can be must successfully kept at bay. It is there, therefore, that adolescence should be cherished rather than destroyed. This would involve teachers in encouraging an inquiring and challenging approach to life. By the time that school has been left behind opportunities for changing attitudes are fewer. Once a way of life has been adopted that provides security, it becomes increasingly difficult to contemplate the risks that are involved in changing either attitudes or behaviour. This becomes progressively more obvious as we grow older.

There is no doubt that societies, if they are to remain stable, need a modicum of settled and contented adults who will maintain the status quo. What we do not need is a majority of the population who are dull and apathetic. Certainly societies run by people who have not outgrown their adolescence can be horrific. We cannot but regret, however, that so much of the fire of youth is damped down, so much energy squandered and so much sensitivity crushed in a few short years, never to return. Far too many have their spontaneity destroyed by schools that have not been able to cater for it. When we limit the encouragement that girls are given to explore possibilities, both practical and intellectual, we limit also the adventurousness in ideas that they could pass on to their children.

I do not aim to make girls into intellectual giants and I do not suggest that there is anything wrong in their hoping to be married and in expecting to find relationships with the opposite sex more rewarding than those with books. Likewise I do not believe that there is anything inherently virtuous in enjoying academic studies. But there is value in intellectual activity for everyone, however slight their ability may seem. What teachers can offer is an experience that will encourage their pupils to think.

For girls there is a need to think about themselves in terms of their own future. If we can give all girls an education that will encourage them to believe in their own worth as individuals, not solely as one half of a partnership, and to value some aspects of themselves other than their sexual attractions, we will have given them a reasonable start in life. If we can go further and help them to find out how exciting it is to cope with new ideas and to think for themselves we will have given them the means to make their own lives and those of their children really worth living. If we can go even further than this and help them to see how much they can contribute to the world in the way of work that is satisfying to them and useful to society, we will have effected a peaceful revolution. We will also have brought more peace into our classrooms.

Above all, what a young girl needs from the adults around is a response to her inner life of imagination; to her altruism, her genuine sensitivity to the world, her concern for other people and for nature; to her capacity for deep feeling about the suffering of others and her search for meaning in her own life. It requires tough as well as sensitive adults to recognise, and to continue to believe in, the possibilities of this going on under the raucous, uncouth or merely foolish behaviour of many an adolescent. Those who fail to recognise it, however, or to believe in it, will fail to nurture it, and it will die.




Chapter 2 The Adolescent in Conflict

I met Henrietta, a rather sophisticated young lady of 16, during my first year of teaching. She came from a family of artists and writers and knew her way around the psychology books. She was a good student, intelligent, friendly and enthusiastic about life. She commented to me one day that she had heard that adolescence was a time of conflict: ‘I don’t feel any conflict,’ she said. ‘What do they mean?’ I was, I think, too close to my own adolescence to be able to answer her question adequately. Eight years later I read a report in a local paper about a court case in which Henrietta was being charged with receiving stolen goods. Notices taken from railway sidings and other railway paraphernalia had been collected by her boyfriend and used by Henrietta to decorate her Chelsea flat. This was described by her solicitor as an adolescent prank. It occurred to me that at around 24 Henrietta was a little old for adolescent pranks and that maybe if she had let herself admit to some of her conflicts during her teens she might have grown up rather sooner.

At any stage of human development, from infancy to old age, we meet and deal with crises of varying degrees of significance. If we face up to them and cope successfully, we grow in maturity; if we ignore them we lose out, denying a part of ourselves and perhaps stunting some of our personal growth. The crises that characterise adolescence have particular impact because they encompass the last of our childhood experiences and the first of our ventures into the world of adult responsibilities and adult rewards. The adaptation from one mode of being to another can be difficult for some more than for others. Hence the conflict that Henrietta had heard about.

There are undoubtedly young people who go through adolescence without anxiety or difficulties. This perhaps gives rise to the belief that the notion of adolescence is itself simply an invention of the adults. Those however who have worked with secondary school children or reared their own young know how often the apparently contented and acquiescent teenager will suddenly show another aspect of personality, startlingly different from the familiar facade. Sometimes the facade is only let down when the young person feels secure enough to reveal real feelings; sometimes it it not let down at all during adolescence, but is forced down later in life when the strength of the feelings that it has been hiding break through.

The inability to recognise that there are any conflicts to be resolved can indeed produce a smooth untroubled adolescence. Although by no means all contented adolescents are concealing a sea of turbulence beneath a calm surface, certainly some of them are. The young will hide, even from themselves, the true nature of their feelings, because of the pain and anxiety that these feelings would cause if they were faced up to. They do not hide them so easily from the more experienced adults.

Mostly they will give some indication of their anxieties and adults can learn to interpret the evidence. The temptation, however, is to ignore it and accept the facade that is presented, as I did when I failed to recognise that Henrietta might have been trying to talk about something quite important to her when she opened up her discussion about conflict. Though by no means a deeply disturbed adolescent, she could well have been looking for an understanding adult who would help her to straighten out her ideas. She did not find one in me.

The majority of troubled adolescents, however, leave us in no doubt about their miseries, making their problems only too evident to all who cross their paths. Alison was one of these; she will be familiar, with slight variations, to many a parent and most teachers. Unlike Henrietta she saw life as one continual conflict, both at home and at school, and the adults in her life saw it that way too.

She came with her mother to see me at a child guidance clinic presenting something like an archetypal adolescent syndrome. Aged 14, she had spent the first twelve years of her life being the darling daughter of a doting father, pretty, clever and well behaved. Overnight it seemed she had changed into a termagant, rejecting school work, family beliefs, acceptable standards of behaviour and everything that represented the middle-class culture in which she was being brought up. She had used terrible language, been rude to old friends and ancient aunts; had stopped going to church; invited wholly unsuitable boyfriends to the house in her parents’ absence and raided, with them, the family liquor cabinet. She had visited forbidden cafes with the wrong class of boy instead of accepting the invitations of the nice boys with whom she had grown up; furthermore she wore terrible clothes and quarrelled with her impeccably behaved little sister. To her parents the only explanation could be that she was taking drugs. Meantime her schoolwork, which had been excellent, had deteriorated disastrously; she was refusing to work at maths and physics and insisting on doing drama and art. Her teachers complained that she would only work at what she was interested in. After a year of quarrels, tantrums and rages on both sides, in despair her parents had sent her to a boarding school. There, it was hoped, she would be once more inculcated with the parental values that she now rejected at home. She ran away. What is more when she was found she was in a cafe with a man.

This was the story that her mother regaled me with whilst Alison sat looking disdainfully out of the window. When, at my request, her mother left us alone together Alison continued to look in the opposite direction, but agreed grudgingly to my suggestion that she might like to give me her own version of the story. She gave it: she didn’t care; she didn’t want to know; she hated them all; teachers, parents, good little sister, nice boys, aunts and old ladies: the lot. I said that I could appreciate how she felt having listened to such a catalogue of crimes, but added that I would be interested to know which piece of behaviour she thought her parents objected to most of all. ‘Going to cafes’, she replied promptly. I wondered aloud what danger they thought might befall her there: did they, I ventured, think she might get raped? She swung round and looked at me in amazement: ‘How did you know?’ From then on I became acceptable; she had decided that she could talk to me. I had used the dread word which Alison believed lay just below the surface of all their disputes. In those far-off innocent days of the sixties rape was still an unknown impossible fantasy in the genteel suburbs where she lived. For Alison it represented all that was forbidden and, therefore, exciting about sex. What she was dimly aware of was that, for her at any rate, the argument was really about whether or not she was to be allowed to grow up into a sexual being. She did not yet recognise, however, that she herself was perhaps as ambivalent about this prospect as were her parents.

She told me all about what had really happened, how she had found a perfectly nice boyfriend (only he was rather dull); true he had been working as a labourer for two years and was not very well educated, but she was going to help him to improve himself. She had stayed up all night with a girlfriend who was a bit wild; Alison had really wanted to go home, but didn’t dare because it was too late and she was afraid to face her parents’ anger. She was in no danger of being raped; the infamous cafe was a dreary little place on the High Street wide open to the public gaze. The man she had been found with was her 17-year-old boyfriend.

As she talked Alison’s belligerence flagged a little and a more pensive mood took over. No doubt her version of the story was as emasculated as her mother’s was over-dramatised. As she heard herself tell it some inkling of the truth that lay somewhere between the two might have dawned on her; she started to examine her behaviour more objectively. She was not sure why she had absconded from school and was already wishing that she had not done so. She did not want to be alienated from her family, but she did not either know how to stay in touch with them. She wanted to have boyfriends, but ones of her own, not her parents’, choice. She was not yet ready to recognise that her present boyfriend was probably chosen as much for his value as a provocation to her parents as for his own sake. To her parents this seemed like a rejection, but in reality what Alison was trying to provoke was not rejection but recognition and acceptance.

For any young girl just emerging from childhood, as Alison was, parents are still of enormous importance. Alison needed them to support her and stand by her whilst she made her first tentative steps into adulthood the only way she knew how. She was testing the limits, to see how far she could go in this new-found life. When she found the limits did not seem to be too distinct she ventured farther. As time went on she began to make the mistake of believing that, because her parents did not appear to stop her, they did not really mind what she did. They in their turn were standing by anxiously, not sure what was to be done.

Then suddenly, so it seemed to her, they exploded into incomprehensible rage about some trivial matter that she was hardly aware of. Alison could not understand what was happening to her. She felt miserable and lost. She had in fact a desperate need to keep in touch with her parents, but was in despair about ever being able to reach them again because ‘They don’t understand the first thing about me’. What, I asked, did she want them to understand? ‘That I want to be FREE.’ How free? ‘Free to be myself.’ I suggested that this might need some further elaboration since, perhaps, to her parents she did seem to be pretty free and to be being herself, but her self appeared to them to have changed somewhat. She then revealed that she was as frightened as they were by the change. ‘They think I’m mad,’ she said. ‘Do you know my mother threatened to take me to see a psychologist?’ When I confessed to the awful truth that I was a psychologist she gained confidence enough to admit that she also feared that she might be mad.

The feelings of adolescents are often so powerful, so disturbing and so far beyond their own control that the fear of insanity is not uncommon. She found it reassuring to learn that a psychologist did not consider her to be mad and from then on I received the accolade that the young so thankfully bestow on anyone who will listen to them: ‘Mrs Chandler’s the only person who understands me.’ I did not, of course, understand her; who ever really understands another human being? But I could help her to make sense of some of her experiences. What she was expressing was gratitude for the fact that I had had time to listen to her and try to see her point of view; that I had recognised that she was unhappy as well as badly behaved and had seen that thes two aspects of herself were interrelated.

I had not done much more than any sympathetic teacher might have been able to do. However, as a result she was able to let me help her towards understanding her own behaviour. This meant both recognising those aspects of herself that were contributing to her misery, and admitting to some responsibility for what was happening. It meant no longer seeing everything in terms of cruel parents and indifferent teachers. This kind of reassessment takes time. On its own it will not be adequate because the adults too need to look at their contributions. Alison’s parents and some of her teachers were exacerbating the tensions; in particular her headmistress, who was obsessed by the need to turn clever girls into scientists whatever their own inclinations.
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