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I have been teaching for sixteen years and have witnessed aggressive acts among girls on a daily basis.  Girls often roll their eyes at, bump into, or simply ignore targeted female victims.  I have found notes where one girl is begging to know what she has done to cause her female friend to ignore her.  I have had students come up to me after school wondering why their friends spread rumors about them.  On one occasion a number of years ago, Jessica, a ninth grader, approached me in tears asking me why girls are so mean to each other.  She had attended a party the previous weekend with her three best friends and thought they all had a great time.  The next day at school, her three friends ignored her and spread the rumor that she had kissed the boyfriend of one of her friends, which she had not.  All I could do was listen and comfort her as she thought her world was literally falling apart.  Her friends were everything to her, and this experience brought back many memories of similar experiences that had happened to me in high school.  I began to wonder why this cycle of common experiences among girls continues to exist today.  Why, when I make such strong attempts to create a gender-equitable curriculum in my classroom, are girls still feeling left out?   Why, when girls seem to be making strides in areas of gender-equality, are girls still turning on each other?  Why does it appear that things have not changed since I began my adolescent years over twenty years ago?  Jessica was looking for answers from me, but I, like most teachers, was ill equipped to help her.

From that point on, I wanted to explore how and why girls bully each other.  I wanted to know if my school was aware that such hidden female aggression existed and whether they understood the long-term psychological damage it has on our girls’ self-esteem.  I also wanted to learn what our school did to prevent or encourage the problem.  Deep down I still carried around with me that teenage girl that was so fearful about being laughed at, so worried about my hair and clothes, wanting so desperately for everyone to like me and to be liked.  I witnessed aggressive acts among girls every day, almost every hour between classes.  Unlike boy bullies who visibly push, harass, and use their fists to fight with other boys, girl bullies spread rumors, write mean notes, shoot dirty looks, laugh and point at, and even bump into their targeted victims.  For the boy bully and the victim, there is no hidden agenda; however, girls use invisible tactics to confront their anger and go underground to express feelings of hurt, jealousy, and more importantly, anger. 

I began to wage my own battle against these female bullies, but I simply did not want to punish them for their misguided behavior.  I wanted to find out why they choose to behave and aggress in this way in the first place.  I sought to understand the effects that girl bullying has on a female’s sense of self, her voice, and her academic future.  More importantly, I wanted to discover the role schools play regarding girl bullying.  Because schools are where most of these behaviors take place, I wanted to know what schools were doing or not doing about “girl bullying.”  Since schools play an important role in gender construction, I wanted to learn what schools are teaching our girls, how they are treating our girls, and whether or not schools help to enforce dominant cultural expectations that place girls second to boys.  This paper is the outcome of that puzzle and my response to it.  My goal is to present these findings to the staff (consisting of almost one-hundred teachers and administrators) in the hope that they will recognize the hidden signs of female bullying and help girls, both bullies and victims, cope with anger and aggression.

What is Relational Aggression?

In the book Ophelia Speaks, fifteen year-old Charlette Levy tells a story that is all too familiar in the lives of today’s adolescent girls:

I was fourteen years old when my life changed forever.  It was the first day of ninth grade when my four best friends approached me and told me they no longer wanted to associate with me.  In those brief seconds, my world, all that ever made me happy, crumbled.  I was alone, with no one to turn to.  I found myself sitting by myself at lunch or, worse, sitting with a group of girls, yet feeling completely invisible.  Slowly, I began to slip away, to become a shadow, watching my old friends laughing happily.  I felt as though I were seeing them through a glass window.  I pounded on the glass, but they didn’t hear, didn’t even acknowledge my presence. . . . All I was doing was longing for the friendship that had made me feel whole. . . . I knew what longing was like.  It eats at you, devouring you until there is nothing left.  You become reduced to a vacuous soul.

. . . All I wanted to do was change so those four girls would want to be my friends again.

Then, slowly, I began to see things more clearly.  I started to understand teenage girls in a way I never had before.  I began to see the malicious aspect in so many of them, even myself:  The way they can turn on each other, the way we betray a trust.  I wanted to withdraw from society, thinking there would be a secret told behind my back, a trust broken.  All I wanted was a friend to talk to, yet I was scared to allow myself to get close to anyone. . . . Suddenly I was silent, empty.  Suddenly, I was no longer myself.

I almost lost myself in this experience.  Losing friends is one thing; losing yourself is another.  For a time I lost my voice and found myself slipping away.  But new friends and my inner strength got me though.  The ability to tell myself and others what I was feeling is what kept me from disaster.  (155-7)

Many women in the United States have witnessed or experienced Charlotte’s story of female betrayal.  Nearly all girls have been bullies, victims, or bystanders.  It is true that girls across race and class boundaries handle their anger differently.  Some girls wear their anger as a badge of honor, while other girls hide from it.  For example, in her book, The Secret Lives of Girls:  What Good Girls Really Do – Sex Play, Aggression, and Their Guilt, Sharon Lamb explains, “girls in lower-class neighborhoods wear their aggression with pride, while middle-class girls consider any form of visible aggression as wrong because it makes them appear more masculine” (141).  However, for the purpose of this paper, I will focus primarily on White, middle-class girls.  

Until recently, the aggression of these girls, which is often silent, indirect, hidden, and nonphysical, was simply considered by others as “what girls do.”  But the reality of its lasting effects on female identity and self-esteem has led some researchers to address the issue.  After some years of study, the phenomenon even has a name:  relational aggression.  Relational aggression is the behavior that is intended to harm someone by damaging or manipulating his or her relationships or feelings of acceptance, friendships, or group inclusion with others.  Unlike boys who use their fists, aggressive behavior among girls is relational and indirect.  In Girlfighting:  Betrayal and Rejection Among Girls, Lyn Mikel Brown reveals, “relational aggression is more typical of and more stressful to girls than boys . . . the goal is to hurt another person in such a way that it looks as though there has been no intention at all.  It’s a strategy used more often by those with less power because it protects one from retaliation or from punishment by those in control.  It’s a very useful strategy for girls because it provides a cover for unfeminine emotions like anger” (16).  Relationally aggressive behavior among girls includes exclusion from within a group, negative body and facial expressions, name-calling, spreading rumors, and manipulation to inflict psychological pain on targeted victims.  In Odd Girl Out:  The Hidden Culture of Aggression In Girls, Rachel Simmons explains how girls fight with body language and use friendship as a weapon:

There is a hidden culture of girls’ aggression in which bullying is epidemic, distinctive, and destructive.  It is not marked by the direct physical and verbal behavior that is primarily the province of boys.  Our culture refuses girls access to open conflict, and it reinforces their aggression into nonphysical, indirect, and covert forms. . . . girls frequently attack within tightly knit networks of friends, making aggression harder to identify and intensifying the damage to victims. (3)

The psychological and emotional damage caused by relational aggression simply does not disappear as a girl becomes and adult.  For example, Simmons began her research on female relational aggression because she was never fully able to come to terms with her own fourth grade bully, Abby.  Abby, who was equally talented and intelligent, convinced Simmons’ friends to abandon her; they did just that.  In adulthood, Simmons still carried with her the feelings of abandonment and hurt: “the anguish of being abandoned by all of my friends and of losing my closest at Abby’s hand felt real and raw.  It was something that never receded gently with the rest of my childhood memories” (2).  Simmons then began to search for answers about the long-term emotional damage caused by girl bullying and found that there were few relevant books, articles, or guides available.  As a result, Simmons decided to launch her own research regarding female bullying.  After sending emails to women she knew asking whether they had been teased as children and how such teasing affects them today, Simmons received an overwhelming response.  Women began sending their stories and openly revealing the hurt they had felt and the painful memories they still carry today.  Some of their stories were told for the first time, and many of them reveal that such teasing damaged their self-esteem, silenced their voices, and hurt their future relationships with other women. 

Like Simmons, Lyn Mikel Brown has also heard similar responses from women, especially those who were the victims of female bullying.  In Girlfighting, Brown notes that many of the women she talks to at her conferences about girls’ friendships and girlfighting respond openly and passionately about their childhood bully:

They examine old scars from relational triangles and cliques, relive betrayals and losses in the most vivid terms, speak to the girls who hurt them as if they were in the room, email me with long and detailed stories of betrayal.  These are successful, sometimes openly political women connecting the wounds of the past that haunt their present lives and friendships.  It is a mystery they are still unraveling. . . . Old fears and confusions atrophy their present interactions and stymie the possibilities available to them. (187)

This feeling of hurt and rejection experienced in childhood reverberates into adulthood.

The pain and hurt these women still carry with them is an indication of the serious psychological damage girl bullying has on its targeted victim.

Because of its lasting psychological effects, relational aggression among girls needs to be given the same amount of consideration as other emotions.  We also need to determine just how our culture, specifically our schools, contribute to the problem by teaching traditional gender stereotypes, dismissing a girl’s feelings of anger, and by not allowing a safe place in which girls are taught to accept and appropriately handle their own anger in constructive ways.  At this point, it should be made clear that not all middle-class girls are the perpetrators or recipients of relational aggression.  True, most girls know that it exists and the subtle ways in which it occurs.  But the fact that relational aggression exists and continues to plague girls in high schools across the United States is one of concern and needs to be addressed.  

Previous assumptions about girls and their relationships often stereotype or trivialize the important role girls play in each other’s lives.  Girls can have “nice” relationships, but they can also be mean, catty, dishonest, and jealous.  Brown recalls the familiar story we hear about girls and their capacity within female relationships: 

It conforms to all the old stereotypes we have of girls and women – as deceitful, complaining and jealous.  It’s familiar because it’s an old story about the essential nature of femininity – ‘girls will be girls,’ naturally and indirectly mean; it’s a stage all girls go through and from which most never emerge.  And it’s familiar in its trivializing, simplistic notions of girls’ anger and aggression.  Girls fight about popularity and boys and clothes.  The fighting is all so, well, “girlish.” (Girlfighting 1)

Girls live with this cultural perception and often buy into it; many believe that their behavior is not actually bullying, and they are unable to fully conceptualize the lasting effects relational aggression may have on the female victim.  In the past, defining a bully, especially in school, really meant identifying the characteristics of a boy bully whose anger is visible and physical.  Brown notes, for middle-class girls, however, “they learn to hide their anger and aggression from view and they also take in the broader cultural message that full-fledged bullying is a boy thing; it doesn’t include things like rumor spreading, note passing, gossip, or exclusion” (Girlfighting 200).  Today, a girl is considered a bully if she displays physical or verbal aggression, and, even then, she is marginalized into the category of a “troubled teen.”  Aggressive behaviors exhibited by girls toward other girls, like gossiping, exclusion, name calling, or any less physical form of aggression are believed to be “normal” aspects of the female persona and are not, until recently, given much consideration.  As Brown explains, “in spite of petty bickering and minor conflicts,” society views female relationships as “devoid of really serious problems” (Girlfighting 13).  This is what our society wants to believe.  However, the reality that female relational aggression is used as an alternative to healthy, open behavior and discussion is cause for real concern. 

Understanding what relational aggression is and how exists, one must ask why girls, who depend so strongly on close female relationships choose to target their aggression on other girls, sometimes toward their closest of friends.  Girls struggle to maintain safe and supportive female relationships.  They can back-stab, criticize dress, hair, and make-up, compete over boys, and threaten with rejection and exclusion.  In Girlfighting, Brown explains how this dichotomy concerning female relationships can exist simultaneously:

Both exist because both reflect girls’ desire for intimacy as well as their larger struggle for voice, power, safety, and legitimacy.  Girls desperately need the support of their friends to remain emotionally, psychologically, and physically whole in a world that takes them less seriously, values their looks and their bodies above all else, and still requires that they please boys and men to succeed.  But in a sexist climate, it is also simply easier and safer and ultimately more profitable for girls to take out their fears and anxieties and anger on other girls rather than on boys or on a culture that denigrates, idealizes, or eroticizes qualities associated with femininity.  Girfighting is not a biological necessity, a developmental stage, or a rite of passage.  It is a protective strategy and an avenue to power learned and nurtured in early childhood and perfected over time.  (5-6)

Girls fight with other girls because it is the culturally accepted way for girls to handle their anger.  Therefore, girls learn to target other girls because our culture dismisses things associated with girls and their anger.  Because societal expectations influence girls’ relationships with other girls, Brown believes, “it is always easier for a woman [or girl] to take out her rage over her silence and her powerlessness on other women than on that culture itself” (Girlfighting 192).  Brown examines how our culture, by creating an environment filled with anxiety, competition, and expectations, and gender stereotypes, teaches and encourages girls to turn on one another:  

The various persecutions girls visit on other girls arise out of either their desire to meet unattainable feminine ideals – to get a boy, to be loved – or their resistance to such ideals and their denigration of femininity – to be one of the guys, to be taken seriously.  Here again is the setup, the false dichotomy.  Both paths lead to divisions, separations, and cruelties and ultimately ensure that the current social reality in which ‘female’ is subordinate and ‘male’ is dominant will continue uninterrupted.  Both lead girls to compete with and judge other girls rather than to name and stand together against the double standards that support sexism and injustice.  (Girlfighting 9)

Such divisions are deeply embedded within our culture, and the messages and images the dominant culture and our schools teach our girls results in girls turning on one another.  

Girls also understand that the culture allows few “top spots” for females and in order for them to achieve such a position, either within the classroom or social group, girls learn to compete with or turn on other girls.  Our cultural expectations and messages affect the connections girls make with one another.  Brown notes, “the possibility of loyalty and coalition building between girls is constantly threatened by the competitiveness, fraudulence, and disconnection necessary for girls to be taken seriously, to be respected, or to be the chosen token girl who gets the guy or reaches the elite position in her school” (Girlfighting 172).  As a result, girls begin to patrol other girls and punish those who strive too high or stoop below this cultural ideal for feminine beauty and behavior.  But there are risks to competing against other girls as well.  In Raising Their Voices, Brown explains how Jane is treated by her closest friend after she travels outside of the group to compete in a contest; “‘I like trying to be the best.’  But after she won the school contest, she explains, “‘my friend wouldn’t talk to me for two days.  She was so mad at me and it wasn’t my fault’” (168).  Girls constantly struggle with their desire for individual achievement and success and with their loyalties toward the group.  Gilligan explains, “since femininity is defined though attachment, female gender identity is threatened by separation.  Thus . . . females tend to have problems with individuation” (9).  Unfortunately, a girl’s fear to separate her need for group inclusion and female relationships may prevent her from seeking individual paths of accomplishment.

This constant struggle to achieve the “top spot” may also damage a girl’s sense of academic achievement.  Girls strive to be accepted by their peers and will sometimes do almost anything to be popular.  In today’s society, many girls still think that being bright is in conflict with being popular.  The change of focus from academics to appearance and affiliation with social groups comes around middle school.  There, girls learn that good grades can interfere with popularity.  One seventh-grade girl explains, “when I started junior high I figured out that I’d have more friends if I focused on sports.  Smart girls were nerds.  All I care about is my friends.  Grades don’t matter to me” (qtd. in Pipher 64).  Some girls believe that in order for a girl to be popular, get the boy, or to become a cheerleader, she cannot appear to be assertive and smart.  In Failing at Fairness:  How Our Schools Cheat Our Girls, Myra and David Sadker believe, “since the ultimate social failure is to be seen as a female nerd or brain, too many girls opt out of advanced math and science courses, critical decisions that may later prevent access to careers in science and technology” (101).  The pressure to “fit in” does exist, and given strong, supportive family members and teachers, a girl may learn the importance of academic success.

By high school, cultural expectations regarding appropriate female beauty, behavior, power, and invisibility are fully internalized in a girl’s sense of self, and she begins to check and double check that other girls fit the cultural ideal of what it means to be a girl.  Brown explains how patterns of girl bullying have developed into the reality by which girls treat one another:

By high school, many girls have become practiced in voicing these misogynistic cultural stereotypes of girls and women and ascribing them to other girls.  It’s as though girls become voluntary spokespersons for the status quo, missionaries for the heterosexual script when they claim that ‘other’ girls are ‘hoes’ and ‘bitches.’  ‘Other’ girls are those held up to and judged through the male gaze, against male standards of behavior and beauty, cast in those now familiar derogatory role:  good girls or bad, Madonnas or whores.  Cultural messages and childhood patterns of girlfighting have become crystallized for adolescent girls; they have become social reality. (Girlfighting 138)

Girls react to the actions and behaviors of other girls through the eyes of a culture that marginalizes and devalues women.  Girls begin to buy into, adopt, and demand the cultural expectations for female beauty and behavior.  Brown notes, “girls are acting just as people in subordinate or less powerful positions are ‘supposed’ to act with each other.  They are becoming card-carrying members of a sexist ideology that stereotypes and judges girls and women and denigrates qualities associated with femininity.  Why else would girls sell out their girlfriends, privilege their relationships with boys over girls, choose male friends over female, blame girls when boyfriends betray them, distance themselves from back-stabbing, wussy, untrustworthy ‘airheads’ or ‘clueless ones’” (Girlfighting 173)?  As a result, girls themselves perpetuate stereotypes and create an environment where they become leery of themselves and each other.

Relational aggression may be fueled by fear of loss, isolation, competition, or about gaining popularity within a group.  Despite the reason for a girl’s anger, the practice of relational aggression is a learned behavior that is directly linked to cultural expectations and gender stereotypes which are reinforced by school culture:  The end result is psychologically damaging.  In the past fifteen years, there have been a number of research articles and books written that explore the issue of relational aggression in girls, but I have found few that make a direct link between our schools and the teaching of traditional gender stereotypes to that of relational aggression.  Most researchers conclude that traditional gender stereotypes silence girls and lower their self-esteem.  Though this is true, further examination needs to be done in regards to the school environment to determine how silencing and a loss of self-esteem directly effect the behavior of relational aggression.  I will attempt to reveal how school culture contributes to relational aggression and offer solutions to aid in relational aggressive awareness within our schools.

Educational Practices and the Role of Teachers
One cannot approach the study of relational aggression among today’s adolescent girls without examining how schools influence the way girls view their “selves,” their bodies, and the world around them.  High school is one place a girl begins her quest to develop an adult identity.  High school is the place where girls learn about the importance of her physical appearance and the social realities among friends.  Previous studies on relational aggression focus primarily on how culture, specifically parents and the media, help to construct gender identity for girls; that is, to be nice, passive, and quiet.  However, schools, especially teachers, play an enormous role in gender construction and the development of a girl’s identity.  

A 1992 American Association of University Women (AAUW) report entitled “How Schools Shortchange Girls” confirmed that between the ages of nine and sixteen, girls experience a drastic loss of self-esteem; “In response to the statement, ‘I’m happy the way I am,’ 60 percent of girls said they were happy about themselves in elementary school, 37 percent answered affirmatively in middle school, and only 29 percent in high school” (qtd. in Pipher 78).  Furthermore, girls are less likely to admit they like most things about themselves.  Self-confidence declines with age for girls but not for boys.  Only 39 percent of high school girls are highly self-confident.  In contrast, self-confidence improved with age among boys, with 55 percent indicating

they were highly self-confident by high school (www.girlpower.gov).  

One reason girls experience a drop in self-esteem as they go through school is girls lose faith in their academic skills.  Another reason is that they are treated as second-class students in the classroom. To understand how schools play a primary role in silencing girls and encouraging them to be “nice,” one must look at the role of teachers.   Sadker explains, “teachers gave boys extended directions on how to accomplish tasks for themselves.  When it came to girls, teachers were less likely to offer explanations and directions as to how to do things but instead would do for them.  For example, children went up to the teacher’s desk to staple handles onto party baskets.  When a boy didn’t spontaneously work the stapler, the teacher showed him.  When a girl didn’t spontaneously staple, the teacher took the handle and the basket and stapled it for herself” (80).  Early on, girls are not given the same patience and instruction than are boys.  When girls are not able to accomplish tasks on their own, they internalize this to mean that they do not have the ability to accomplish or be as successful as boys.

cold fire

hot ice

intelligent women








(Sadker 227)

The above quote was written on the board by a high school English teacher when he tried to teach the term, “oxymoron,” to his students.  In the classroom, girls are taught to be silent, non-participatory members.   Schools often ignore girls’ aggression and, thus, devalue their true emotions of anger.  For example, quietly shooting mean looks at another girl or simply ignoring her does not necessarily disrupt class and is, therefore, ignored.  

Teachers face the tough and daunting task of managing and controlling classroom order in an environment where so many different, young, restless individuals are crowded together.  To preserve order, most teachers use established conventions such as hand raising.  Teachers know that they should apply this rule consistently, but the reality is that when discussions become emotional and fast-paced, the rule becomes difficult to enforce.  When this happens, male students tend to dominate the conversation and teachers have difficulty maintaining order.  Myra and David Sadker document how boys tend to dominate the discussion in a middle school classroom:

Stephen (calling out):  I think Lincoln was the best President.  He held the 

country together during the war.



Teacher:  A lot of historians would agree with you.

Mike (seeing that nothing happened to Stephen, calls out):  I don’t.  

Lincoln was okay, but my dad liked Reagan.  He always said 

Reagan was a great President.



David (calling out):  Reagan?  Are you kidding?



Teacher:  Who do you think our best President was, David?



David:  FDR.  He saved us from the depression.

Max (calling out):  I don’t think it’s right to pick one best President.  

There are a lot of good ones.



Teacher:  That’s interesting.



Kimberly (calling out):  I don’t think the Presidents today are as good as 

the ones we used to have.



Teacher:  Okay, Kimberly.  But you forgot the rule.  You’re supposed to 

raise your hand. (43)

Perhaps because girls are often silent or well behaved, the teacher is surprised that Kimberly has spoken up.  Instead of praising her for her comment, the teacher, noticing that Kimberly has spoken out of character, quickly punished Kimberly.

Sexist teaching is encountered by many adolescent girls in a high school classroom on a daily basis.  In 1992 in Michigan, 1,808 students were interviewed about what it was like to be male or female at school; “In elementary school, 45 percent of the students said that girls and boys were treated differently in school.  By high school, that number had risen 31 points to 76 percent and almost one-quarter of the girls said they wished they were the other gender. . . . 74 percent said they had a teacher who was biased against females or paid more attention to the boys” (Sadker 105).  Not surprisingly, only three percent of both elementary and high schools boys wished they were the other gender (Sadker 106).  Schools, especially teachers, have always treated girls and boys differently.  The AAUW study revealed how teachers enforce traditional gender roles within the classroom:

In classes, boys are twice as likely to be seen as role models, five times as 

likely to receive teachers’ attention, and twelve times as likely to speak up in class. . . . Teachers chose many more classroom activities that appeal to boys than to girls. . . . Boys receive more classroom attention and detailed instruction than girls.  They are called on more often than girls and asked more abstract, open-ended and complex questions.  Boys are more likely to be praised for academic and intellectual work, while girls are more likely to be praised for their clothing, behaving properly, and obeying rules.  Boys are likely to be criticized for their behavior, while girls are criticized for their intellectual inadequacy.  (qtd. in Pipher 62)

The message to boys from teachers is that they are smart and will succeed as long as they behave properly, but girls tend to hear that regardless of their behavior, they may never be smart.  Girls learn that being ignored has something to do with being a girl.  Many girls think they, not the teachers, are to blame for their being overlooked.  In Raising Their Voices, one girl explains how she and other girls are treated in the classroom: 

‘sometimes it’s because I think she doesn’t hear us because we’re not very loud . . . It’s happened so often that we don’t really think about it anymore . . . how it’s kind of unfair and how the people who misbehave get all the attention . . . One of my friends is very quiet and I’m not as quiet as she is, so she sometimes gets overlooked.  But the boys . . . they don’t even raise their hands.  They just call out if they think it’s right or something.  If they get it wrong she’ll like kind of lead them to the right answer. . . . these teachers, they won’t listen to everyone, they just kind of . . . See, these boys – sometimes they have their hands up and everything but they never 

. . . They always say raise your hand but when you raise your hand they never call on you.  So you end up – you have to yell out and then you get in trouble.’  (163, 166) 

In high school, female students are more likely to be invisible members of the classroom.  Teachers interact with male students more frequently, ask them better questions, and give them more feedback.  

Girls learn at a young age that to be silent and well behaved is the accepted role for appropriate female classroom behavior.  Simmons reveals, “a 1999 University of Michigan study found that girls were told to be quiet, speak softly, or use a ‘nicer’ voice about three times more often than boys, even though the boys were louder” (18).  A girl’s good behavior in the classroom is praised more than her intelligence, while boys are praised for their intelligence as opposed to their behavior.  Because boys are assumed to be aggressive by their teachers, as Simmons explains, their aggressive outbursts are expected:

Western society still expects boys to become family providers and protectors, and girls to be nurturers and mothers.  Aggression is the hallmark to masculinity; it enables men to control their environment and livelihoods.  For better of for worse, boys enjoy total access to the rough and tumble.  The link begins early:  the popularity of boys is in large part determined by their willingness to play rough.  They get peers’ respect for athletic prowess, resisting authority, and acting tough, troublesome, dominating, cool, and confident. (17)

For boys, they learn their outbursts give them a voice that allows them to get ahead in the classroom.  In Raising Their Voices, Stacey tells a story of how gender bias exists in her classroom because boys are allowed to openly voice their feelings; “The boys are usually a lot louder than the girls, and they usually try not to be as involved and they’re usually the ones that get in trouble. . . . I think they’re allow more time to do things. . . . they will argue with the teacher and the girls don’t really argue with them. . . . They’re, really pushy” (191).

When a girl’s voice is silenced, when she is treated as an invisible member of the classroom, she misses important opportunities to learn in the classroom.  When a girl speaks up and attempts to reveal what is unjust or wrong, she is quickly and quietly put back into her place.  Brown reveals the perception teachers have of girls who speak up in the classroom:

What these girls believe are their attempts to be heard and understood, to be respected and taken seriously, many of their teachers seem to experience as deliberate disruption, lack of attention and effort, and impulsive, childish behavior. . . . As a result, the girls and their teachers unwittingly contribute to perceptions of the girls as rebellious or ‘stupid’ and therefore marginal students, and risk that they will remain outside the system, disconnected, and therefore, ineffective. (Raising Their Voices 205)

Their teachers’ expectations for “niceness” and the feminine ideal, the way they treat boys, and their reactions to girls’ anger reinforce a girl’s sense of being unequal and, therefore, inferior to her male counterpart.  

Since the silencing of female voices and the burying of real emotions carries into the classroom, Brown concludes that middle-class girls learn to adopt multiple personalities in order to maintain a “nice” girl image, an image that involves being silent, nonparticipating members of the classroom:

They feel trapped in their own goodness and perfection.  The constraint they feel and the controlled performances they give take their toll at the end of the day, when they leave school for home and the privacy to burst out of their perfect-girl personas.  As Lydia explains, ‘We don’t speak out a lot in class and in school, and um, except between ourselves, you know.  I mean at the end of the day I go home and usually yell,

because I can’t . . . we’re always so quiet during the day and we never really crack a lot of jokes and laugh silly.’  (Raising Their Voices 95)  

Lydia’s reaction, her anger in particular, is the result of efforts to bring herself in line with expectations about how “nice” girls should look, sound, and act.  She simply plays her role and acts her part.  Adolescent girls adhere to such roles in order to be accepted and liked by their teachers who, oftentimes, give more attention, both positive and negative, to male students.  Fear of negative attention by a teacher keeps girls from speaking up.  Brown explains the dual role middle-class girls learn to perform:

Even as they feel unrecognized in their classrooms these girls ventriloquate and embody white middle-class femininity in ways that ensure their acceptability and yet blend them into the amorphous backdrop of ‘nice girls,’ existing just out of their teachers’ conscious awareness.  They seem caught in the uneasy tension between their descriptions of themselves as ‘bossy’ and ‘smart’ and expectations that they should wait patiently for things to happen, holding in their feelings and thoughts.  Frustrated, they judge other girls for acting in ways they themselves secretly covet – that is, for being ‘outspoken,’ saying what they feel and want directly and publicly. (Raising Their Voices 167)

It is no wonder that girls become angry at the unfair expectations for classroom behavior. Behaving is one thing; silencing oneself is another.  Because girls equate silencing with good behavior, they limit themselves to speak up in class, to be heard, have their beliefs and opinions known, and to be active, contributing members in the classroom.  For girls who challenge socially acceptable female behaviors by speaking up, Brown explains, “their strong voices sound off-key, become unrecognizable, difficult to hear; their bold, self-protective actions . . . become signs of failure and distress.  Ironically, therefore, the very behavior that frees them from stereotypic gender conventions may also label them, according to while middle-class notions of femininity, psychologically troubled, socially inferior, or marginal” (Girlfighting 147).  Furthermore, it becomes easier for everyone around her to resent her behavior and exacerbates stereotypes regarding the silencing of female anger and aggression. For a girl, acting “nice” is what their teachers value and expect.  The reward for being silent and acting “nice” is approval and acceptance.

One simple reason teachers encourage “niceness” in girls is that they need order in the classroom.  Possible discipline problems are then limited to the other half of the class made up of boys.   Teachers must handle discipline problems as they occur, and these problems are usually visible and involve boys.  Boys are not encouraged as much as girls to be nice because visible displays of anger are usually expected among boys.  These outbursts have long been held as the culturally accepted way for boys to confront their anger; that is, to voice it.  Myra and David Sadker recall an example of the way many teachers “handle” boys, especially those who are repeatedly disruptive:

Ann, a student teacher in a Maryland middle school, is already learning the disaster potential of problem students, mainly male.  Observing her class, we keep track of which students she calls on, why she says, and where she moves in the room.  When we show her our notes, she sees that most of her questions went to six boys sitting at two tables near her desk.

‘I know I usually call on boys up front.  I put them there so I can keep track of them.’

‘Did you realize that more than half of the questions you asked went to those six boys?’

‘I didn’t think I was talking with them that much, but I do use questions to keep them on task.’

‘Were they on task?’

‘At the beginning, but toward the end they weren’t paying attention.’

‘What about the other twenty-four students, the rest of the class?  How were they doing?’

Ann looks confused.  ‘I don’t even know,’ she says.  ‘I was so concerned about that group of boys, so worried they would act out, I didn’t pay much attention to the rest of the class.’ (202)

Because boys often create more visible disruptions in the class, they are constantly monitored and, therefore, receive more attention from the teacher.  The result of this situation, like so many, is that girls receive less attention and instruction from the teacher.  Instead, she slides into the background and becomes an observer instead of an active member of the classroom.  The result of gender bias in the classroom is that girls receive less time, less help, and fewer academic challenges in the classroom.  Reinforced for passivity, their independence, self-esteem, and academic success suffer:

Each time a teacher passes over a girl to elicit the ideas and opinions of 

boys, that girl is conditioned to be silent and to defer.  As teachers use their expertise to question, praise, probe, clarify, and correct boys, they help these male students sharpen their ideas, refine their thinking, gain their voice, and achieve more.  When female students are offered the leftovers of teacher time and attention, they achieve less.  (Sadker 13)

A girl’s perception of her possibilities, capabilities, and future goals is affected if she is consistently conditioned by a teacher to speak less and behave properly.  As a result, the school community contributes to a decrease in a girl’s ability to learn by not allowing a fair, productive, and supportive environment for both males and females in the classroom.  

What is most disturbing to many adolescent girls is how female teachers interact and treat them.  Many girls hope that in their female teachers they will be able to make connections, find common bonds, and hope to be treated fairly.  But, unfortunately, this is not the case.  Brown explains, “just as girls cannot read their teachers, it would seem that the teachers cannot read the girls.  From the girls’ perspective, their female teachers allow no space for their ways of communicating and interacting.  As a result the girls feel cut off, literally and figuratively pushed out of the classroom” (Raising Their Voices 183).  Many times, middle-class female teachers themselves enforce ideal notions of femininity.  Female teachers tell girls that anger is not an appropriate emotion to possess and express in school.  Brown reveals how many female teachers who know what it is like to be silenced in school also understand the importance of abiding by cultural expectations of femininity:

But experiencing girls’ anger and outrage is not easy, particularly for women teachers who may struggle, themselves, with the acceptance and expression of their own strong feelings and their relationship to the dominate culture. . . . When asked ‘what an education which takes seriously the voices and knowledge of girls and women look like,’ a teacher responds, ‘that such a classroom would not be very nice at all,’ by which she means . . . not a quiet, passive, authoritarian place, but one that invites debate and passionate responses. (Raising Their Voices 214)

By watching how female teachers treat girls and boys differently, girls also learn an important message about power relations.  For example, boys “‘talk back,’ publicly challenge their women teachers, and engage in verbal play with them” (Raising Their Voices 163).  What is alarming is not that boys respond this way to their female teachers, but that they are allowed to do so. When boys are allowed to speak up and talk back to their female teachers, girls learn about women’s desire for male approval as well as how to treat one another.  

If a girl cannot find a common bond among other women, she may never have the courage to break the rules and find her voice.  Brown explains the loss girls feel when they are unable to connect with women teachers:

The girls’ complaints about their teachers hold a place for the power of their interpretations and the reality of their experiences. . . . the intensity with which the girls express themselves speaks in the sense of both longing and loss they experience in relation to their women teachers.  Their teachers, the girls say over and over, are ‘ignorant’ – that is, they do not know anything about them – and yet many of the angry stories about their teachers are examples of possibility turned to disappointment, the possibility of being known and understood, the disappointment of lost relationships and shared knowledge. (Raising Their Voices 182)  

Female teachers, often struggling with their own anger and feelings, are often at odds with what emotions and behaviors are appropriate to display in the classroom and which ones are not; “For women to enter relationship with girls means to break the false images of perfection, to invite their most urgent questions into conversation, into relationships.  One of the most difficult questions for the women teachers was whether it was legitimate for them to show girls their sadness and their anger and also whether they could reveal such feelings about losing control of themselves and of the girls” (Meeting at the Crossroads 230).  The expression of feelings for female teachers is a difficult task considering that, they too, were once students in a classroom, were silenced, and were treated unfairly.  But as female teachers hope for closer relationships with their female students, girls simply want authentic relationships with women who treat them fairly, guide them, and encourage them to show emotions and speak their minds.

In her book, Safe Passages, Joy Dryfoos believes “teachers should be released from the responsibility of providing . . . conflict resolution. . . . They should not be put in charge of ‘behavior modification’ or ‘self-esteem building’ exercises.  Teachers need to concentrate on their jobs – developing strong cognitive skills among other students” (198).  This could take place in an ideal situation, but the fact remains that a classroom is not simply a collection of individuals with the same feelings, beliefs, opinions, and reactions.  All students carry with them their personal stories of triumph and defeat.  For this reason, a teacher can not and should not ignore the realities of her or his classroom.  Simmons argues that with awareness and training, teachers can become the most important tool for changing and correcting relationally aggressive behavior among girls:

One of our best hopes for changing the hidden culture of girls’ aggression is teachers.  A teacher can create a classroom culture that understands the range of girls’ aggressions, refuse to tolerate them, invites girls’ private and public discussion of them, and seeks solutions wherever possible.  It is in the classroom that a girl can be socialized into a consciousness of alternative aggressions as nonassertive acts.  Teachers can show girls that indirection and manipulations are unsatisfactory ways to express negative feelings. (225-6)

A teacher must embrace the feelings and emotions of all of her or his students in a fair, manageable, and effective way.  They should never allow certain behaviors to go unchecked and punish others.  According to Brown, “favorite teachers are loyal not only to themselves – holding to high standards, in touch with their own thoughts and feelings, passionate about their work – but also to the students in their charge, always looking for ways to bring out the girls’ unique qualities” (Raising Their Voices 213).  Loyalty exists only when teachers listen to their students and are there to guide them.  They should not be turned off to emotions, especially anger, and should try to help students manage and understand their feelings.  Teachers should “transform their strong feelings into knowledge and action. . . . Loyalty means not acting as though truth does not matter by pretending not to know what is really going on – whether it is special favors for the popular kids, unearned attention for the boys, or hurtful or harassing behavior” (Raising Their Voices 214).  

Our schools and teachers contribute to the very problem of relational aggression by encouraging division among girls, competition for few “top stops” among girls, and stereotyping.  Brown explains, “schools are more than a backdrop to girlfighting.  They can contribute to the very real though often unsubtle ways to girls’ growing sense of invisibility and to the fighting and betrayals girls experience in their relationships with other girls” (Girlfighting 209).  Looking at a girl in a threatening way or silently passing mean notes does not necessarily disrupt the class and is, therefore, often ignored.  Simmons argues that when a teacher “sees a perpetuating girl, a teacher has no incentive to stop the class.  Taking time to address relational discord is not always as easy as yelling at a boy to remove his peer from the trash can. . . . Relational problems, however, demand attention to something that is more complex.  Invariably, the teacher is far more concerned with the boys flinging balls of paper and distracting other students” (35).  Disciplining behavior that is not visible is a difficult task for many teachers.  Brown explains, “the reality is that teachers are not always very good at identifying bullies. . . . And as we heard in story after story, girlfighting in particular – whether direct or indirect, physical or relational – usually occurs out of adults’ view” (Girlfighting 199).  Hidden, nonphysical relational problems require more attention to something that is more complex.  It is easier for a teacher to directly address the acts of physical aggression because the problem is not hidden. 

Because teachers do not know how to confront nonphysical acts of bullying or sometimes do not “see” such acts, schools tend to run a “blind eye” when it comes to disciplining the perpetrator or counseling the victim.   Oftentimes, schools simple see girl bullying as a social skills problem or normal aspects of growing up.  These acts go largely unnoticed, dismissed as “a phase,” or simply ignored.  Schools do little or nothing to combat the problem of relational aggression because they lack consistent effective and realistic strategies for dealing with alternative aggressions.  Most schools believe that the abuse girls subject other girls is not abuse at all.  Simmons argues that this perception prevents anti-bullying strategies within a school:

I have heard schools decline to intervene in girls’ conflicts because they do not want to interfere with the ‘emotional lives’ of students.  This philosophy makes two value judgments about girls’ relationships:  it suggests that . . . problems with girls are insignificant, episodes that will taper off as girls become more involved with boys.  Second, it trivializes the role of peers in children’s development. . . . A strategy of noninterference resists the truth of girls’ friendships, remains aloof from the heart of their interpersonal problems, and devalues the emotional intensity that leaves permanent marks on their self-esteem. (34)

When teachers and counselors hear a girl saying, “I don’t like you” or  “I have a new best friend,” they consider it a sign of peer pressure.  Simmons further argues, “misdiagnosing bullying as a social skills problem makes perfect sense in a culture that demands perfect relationships of its girls at any cost. . . . the trouble with the social skills argument is that it does not question the existence of meanness, it explains and justifies it.  As a result, it has helped alternative aggression to persist” (36).  As a result, when girls are told that openly voicing their anger is considered a social problem, they turn to relational forms of expression to hide their anger.  If schools continue to believe that a girl’s relationally aggressive behavior is simply a form of peer pressure, of growing pains, or can even be a developmentally healthy experience, girls will continue to turn their anger inward and perform relationally aggressive acts against one other.

Girls want teachers who will not only listen to them, but who will also encourage them to explore the source of their problems and discover where their pain and anger is coming from.  Brown believes, “when and how girls forge genuine relationships with their teachers or express their anger at fraudulence and betrayal depends on teachers’ and other school authorities’ listening and taking the girls’ strong feeling seriously” (Raising Their Voices 214).  Teachers must then recognize the power they hold.  They can respond to a girl’s call for help by allowing her to express her feelings, especially her anger, in a way where she can understand it and grow from it.  

Policy Prescriptions For Our Schools:

What Can Be Done to Curb Female Relational Aggression

“What we need to do to fight girlfighting is to tackle culturally mediated forms of oppression: to unveil the dynamics at play, provide ways of understanding the limiting and damaging constructions of gender, race, class, and sexual identity, and work to replace them with alternative realities, new cultural stories, critical tools, words, and ideals that interrupt the way things usually go and open up possibilities for girls and women to act together for social change” (Girlfighting 201).

Girls are aware of the practice of relational aggression and have learned the precise methods of using it or, if the victim, avoiding it.  Simmons explains how girls view their gender in relation to other females:

Girls describe themselves to me as disloyal, untrustworthy, and sneaky.  They claim girls use intimacy to manipulate and overpower others.  They said girls are fake, using each other to move up the social hierarchy.  They describe girls as unforgiving and crafty, lying in wait for a moment of revenge that will catch the unwitting victim off guard and, with an almost savage eye-to-eye mentality, ‘make her feel the way I felt.’ (16)

The social fabric of our culture, specifically our schools, helps to create a society of girls who are unable to adequately cope with conflict, anger, and aggression.  But schools need to take relational aggression seriously.  Not only do school shave a moral obligation to combat bullying in the schools, they also have a legal obligation to protect all students from physical, emotional, and verbal abuse by others.  The United States Department of Education sends out a yearly bulletin on the civil rights for students.  An October 26, 2010 letter outlines the public school obligations to create anti-bullying policies to protect students.  The Department Office for Civil Rights (OCR) enforces Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which prohibits discrimination on the basis of race, color or national origin.  Furthermore, Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972 prohibits school to discriminate on the basis of sex

(http://.www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ocr/letters/colleagues-201010.pdf).  According to the law, “school districts may violate these civil rights statutes and the Departments implementing regulations when peer harassment based on race, color, national origin, sex, or disability is sufficiently serious that it creates a hostile environment and such harassment is encouraged, tolerated, not adequately addressed, or ignored by school employees.  School personnel who understand their legal obligations to address harassment under these laws are in the best position to prevent it from occurring and to respond appropriately when it does” (http://.www2.ed.gov).  Therefore, schools that have not created or enforced anti-bullying policies may be in violation of Federal 

Law, but even without such laws, schools need to make every effort to address all forms of bullying to ensure the safety of all students

Many policy changes in our schools need to take place in order for girls to recognize, accept, and learn to handle their angry feelings.  First, schools need to stop believing that bullying only involves visible physical aggression and to recognize that aggression comes in a multitude of forms through a variety of behaviors.  In fact, students are aware of the variety of ways in which students bully others.  Girls are taught to believe that relational aggression is an appropriate and acceptable way to behave.  Schools must also not assume that a girl’s anger is unique and personal, that is it simply a social skills problem and a phase that a girl usually and successfully moves out of.  As Brown notes, schools must help girls locate and understand where their aggression is coming from:

It is important for teachers to move beyond the personal and the relational. . . . We are meant to overpsychologize girls’ anger and their struggles; to see girls’ troubles as simply personal, unique to them, something that can be fixed in therapy or something they must suffer through.  But in buying into this narrow interpretation without question, we nurture not girls but the patriarchal order that renders them trivial, subordinate, and invisible.  In other words, if anger remains personal and relational, we miss the big picture – the ways in which media messages, institutional practices, and schooling perpetuate certain limited understandings of girls that have real consequences for their present and future lives.  Anger, in fact, seems a legitimate response to a society that objectifies girls and women and too often offers them empty roles, roles that in effect say ‘in the real game of power, you don’t matter.’  The answer in these cases is not to fix girls but to help them locate the legitimate sources of their anger and to provide them ways to understand and confront the pressures and limitations imposed on girls who do not comply with feminine ideals. (Girlfighting 207-8)

Schools need to stop insisting on the ideal notions of femininity, which too often silence girls and their anger.  By expecting this “nice” girl image, an image that silences a girl’s voice, her anger, and is obviously detrimental to a girl’s well being, schools teach our girls that they are different than boys and, thus, create an unfair and unsafe teaching environment.    Brown notes, “should we pay close attention to their anger, as well as the discomfort it arouses in us, we may find ourselves participating in a different kind of conversation, open to other meanings and new pathways” (Raising Their Voices 197).  Girls should be encouraged to speak up in the classroom, to voice their opinions, and allowed the opportunity to openly express their emotions as well as their anger.

Second, teachers and administrators need to be trained to identify female relational aggression and adopt policies that respond to hidden forms of aggression in beneficial ways for both the bully and the victim.  In the OCR report, it states “the school may need to provide training or other interventions not only for the perpetrators, but also for the larger school community, to ensure that all students, their families, and the school staff can recognize harassment if it recurs and know how to respond”

(http://www2.ed.gov).  Brown discusses the importance for our schools to train teachers to recognize relational aggressive acts, not as a social skill problem, but as a serious form of bullying:

There is little training for teachers and school administrators to spot and understand these near invisible cycles of popularity and isolation among girls.  Encourage schools to provide teacher education on alternative forms of aggression and to understand how and why girls and boys are encouraged to express their anger differently.  Moreover, teacher training should not stop at understanding how relational aggression plays out among students.  There should be efforts to train staff to respond to relational aggression in productive ways. . . . If a school intends to adopt an antiharassment or bully intervention program, it’s essential that the program not only address power imbalances as they play out in peer groups, but encourage critical thinking about the ways in which some such imbalances are normalized and subtly encouraged by schools and other institutions. (Girlfightng 215) 

Teaching girls to accept and confront their anger must begin at an early age and it must be consistent every year though every grade level.  Simmons admits, “very little training would be required to train teachers to identify and discipline alternative aggressions. . . . it is only through enforceable public rules that we will begin to scratch the surface of this problem.  If we don’t make alternative aggressions a clear responsibility of school officials, children will continue to be vulnerable to bullying and abuse” (229-30).  Teachers want to believe that they create a safe and supportive school environment for their students, but if they are not educated about certain forms of hidden behavior, they will lack the tools to help their students to learn about themselves, aggress in healthy ways, and to become better citizens.  

Many schools still do not believe girl bullying to be major problem.  Unfortunately, it is, and as we teach our students how to be good citizens and help them to make the right choices, we must also encourage them to address normal emotions and teach them how to react to these emotions in healthy, productive ways.  Through training, teachers will learn to recognize the feelings of their female students and perhaps make changes within their regular teaching and management practices to recognize girls as equal members in the classroom.  Then, teachers may be able to form genuine relationships with their female students.  Brown notes that when this happens, girls “speak fondly of those rare occasions when they feel closer to a teacher, when ‘it feels more like she’s a person,’ when ‘she really cares about us,’ or when teachers ‘know how I’m feeling’” (Raising Their Voices 204).  Clearly, this is a difficult task, but the rewards are clear.  If female students are able to connect with their teachers, especially their female teachers, they will have an equal opportunity to succeed in the class.  

Third, girls need to learn not to be afraid of their own anger.  True, anger can be harmful, but it can also encourage a girl to be ambitious, assertive, and creative.  Lamb encourages girls to face their anger and deal with it in a more open, direct way; “the girl who can acknowledge her anger and feelings of anger toward others is on the right track to health.  Girls who own their aggression – even feel entitled to it – have a source of energy and creativity that will do them well in the lives ahead of them” (143).  Girls need to understand that their own feelings of anger are a part of life and not something to hide and fear.  Girls must stop believing that relational acts of bullying are an appropriate and acceptable way to handle anger and jealousy.  Schools need to teach our girls to use anger wisely and not to simply hide it from others and hurt the girls they may care about.  Lamb believes that schools must teach girls “to walk away when it is important, negotiate verbally when they can . . . to realize that anger and aggressive feelings can be the impetus for creative and productive acts.  It can lay behind the ambition to achieve, the desire to win, the urge to create and express oneself in art or by writing” (223).  These visible forms of aggression allow girls to understand and express their anger in healthy, acceptable ways.  It allows girls the ability to confront their anger and, thus, the confidence to express themselves freely.  By teaching girls about their anger, schools and teachers will help our girls understand that confronting their anger gives them an authentic voice to express feelings honestly.  By doing so, girls will have the tools to confront their own anger and the confidence to question and challenge feminine ideals in our society. 

  
Fourth, girls need to be exposed to more positive female role models, and teachers should make every attempt to incorporate feminist characters into the curriculum as often as possible.  I, myself, was confronted by a situation in a tenth grade English class, a class consisting of six girls and twenty-one boys.  I noticed the disproportionate numbers immediately, and if given this class during my first or second year of teaching, I would not have changed any classroom management practices or curriculum that I had learned in college.   I was not taught a thing about a gender-equal curriculum in my previous teacher training courses.  But one learns teaching from experience, and I learned over the years how my school’s curriculum was not gender-neutral.  I also learned how inconsistent I was when it came to classroom management practices.  Boys and girls respond differently in class, and it is easy for a teacher to be drawn to students who are more vocal or who create visible disturbances.  Male students usually fall into this category.  Girls, on the other hand, are less visible in the classroom because they are usually quieter and well behaved.  

Standing in front of this class, I noticed that I had some very strong personalities.  The boys had already developed tight-knit relationships with each other because many of them were athletes.  They quickly tried to over-power the class by shouting out answers and volunteering to be the first to read aloud.  On the other hand, five of the girls were

extremely passive, rarely raising their hand to even attempt to answer a question.  It was as if they had had similar classes in the past and could predict the actions of the boys.  They knew they would struggle to be equal members of the class.  One girl, however, was just as vocal as the boys, and I regarded her with admiration even though many of the boys did not.  When she first spoke up in class, she was laughed at by a few boys.  But were they laughing at what she said or at the very notion of her speaking up in a roomful of boys?  I did not wait to find out.

After the first week, I decided that something had to be done on my part to change the behavior in this class and allow my girls a safe, supportive outlet within the classroom.  I quickly changed an upcoming project on Native American culture to include women.  Each team had to pick a tribe, write a report, and present their finding to the class.  They also had to include the role of women in their tribe and the contributions the women made.  Ironically, no one complained about the added requirement and the projects shed a great deal of light on women’s roles within tribes.  

Throughout the semester, I changed my curriculum to include women, no matter how large or how small a role they played.  When reading The Crucible, I focused more attention not on the idea that Abigail was an evil girl who murdered innocent people, but why she lied and accused innocent people.  Who and what was she up against?  What was John Proctor’s role in the accusations?  More importantly, students were encouraged to understand the rights and privileges available to Puritan women at that time and make connections between Abigail’s behavior and cultural expectations.  I taught my students that events happen for a reason, and it is our job, as readers, thinkers, and writers, to discover what that reason is.  By the end of the unit, students were able to role-play and see Puritan culture through the eyes of a Puritan girl.  Although students did not approve of Abigail’s actions, perhaps they were able to understand why she behaved as she did.

Also, classroom behavior among the boys in the class dramatically improved as soon as they witnessed my consistencies with the rules and understood that each person in the class as an equal member.  When boys (or girls) shout out in class, they forfeit their equal standing and must remain silent until all others have spoken.  If one students laughs at another, that student must openly apologize.  Because of the consistencies with the rules, students learned how to respect one another regardless of gender.  Teachers need to learn about gender bias that exists in their classroom management and educational practices, and work to create a gender-equal environment where both female and male students are treated fairly.

Teachers and administrators also need to be more aware of how the adopted curriculum often misrepresents or gives unequal consideration to females, and they must work to change it.  This tends to be a long process, especially for larger school districts.  But in the short term, teachers can adjust their curriculum by adding positive female role models into projects or reading more female authors from a specific genre.  Furthermore, as teachers try to teach citizenship to their students, aggression, both “male” and “female,” can be and should be discussed openly in the classroom.  Simmons explains how a teacher can learn about relational aggression and use it as a teaching tool within her classroom:

Girls should be held to the same standards of nonaggressive behavior as boy, and they should be entitled to equal protection in the classroom. . . . A classroom sensitive to alternative aggressions is managed by a teacher who openly discusses its different forms. . . . A teacher may use lessons with stories of children who experience alternative aggressions.  She may openly discuss her own history with bullying.  He may use some instruction time to talk about the social dynamics of the class.  She may work with other teachers to share effective discipline strategies and discuss the social climate of the grade.  He may take time out to praise acts of truth telling and assertiveness. (250-1)  

By teaching a gender-equal curriculum, girls learn they do have a voice in the classroom and are able to understand that their anger is just as real and significant as boys’.  This is not to say that teachers should encourage anger in the classroom.  Quite the contrary.  A teacher must ensure that the girls in her or his class understand that hiding or suppressing certain emotions, specifically anger, is harmful and unhealthy.  The role of the teacher, then, is to prepare her or his students, both mentally and emotionally, to face the world on equal terms and on equal footing.  The teaching of aggression must begin with the teacher. 

Lastly, schools need to create and adopt a set of anti-bullying policies that center around relational aggression.  Legally, it is the school’s “responsibility for addressing harassment incidents about which it knows or reasonably should have known. . . . and separate the accused harasser and the target, providing counseling for the target and/or harasser, or take disciplinary action against the harasser” (http://www2.ed.gov).  There is desperate need for consistent guidelines for teacher intervention.  Also, schools need to add Empowerment classes where girls, as well as boys, can learn appropriate ways to deal with their anger while, at the same time, open their eyes to unjust social practices, and learn how to accept those who are different.  By doing so, Brown argues, girls and boys are able to understand how society works and who benefits from regulating their bodies and minds:

Adults can help girls develop an eye for culturally influenced ways of dressing, talking, acting, and socializing that benefit some and render others marginal within schools and society. With a little guidance, adolescent girls can understand how a girl’s cultural capital can either buy her a lot or a little in school and question why certain forms of femininity are encouraged and rewarded over others.  They can see how girls feel pressed in lots of ways to pass as ‘nice girls’ – always compliant and pleasing – and how for some this is an especially painful process. (Girlfighting 208)

By helping girls and boys understand the school culture and their place within it, both can become more aware of social injustices regarding cultural stereotypes of feminine behavior.  Girls are then given the information and the tools to act upon their anger and do something about it.  Brown concludes that schools should be safe places for girls, a place where creative action can take place to initiate change:

Providing safe spaces for girls to discuss the climate of their schools is important; more important is encouraging them to develop ways to move beyond discussion and give them room and power to initiate change.  This allows girls to address injustices and to experience the hard work of social change.  In the process, they will learn about the nature of school governance, how to effect policy, how to educate, take risks, and how to work together for a cause bigger than any one person or group. (Girlfighting 210)

The answer to relational aggression is not an easy one.  Our schools need to recognize and understand relationally aggressive behaviors among girls so that they stop perpetuating this behavior.  It is the school’s responsibility to “eliminate the hostile environment created by the harassment, address the effects, and take steps to ensure that harassment does not occur” (http://www2.ed.gov).  Brown says it best when determining the importance of offering valid and acceptable solutions to the problem of relational aggression:

The answer is less about the will of adults or the control over kids than about appreciating girls’ need to have control in their lives, to feel important, to be visible, to be taken seriously, to have an effect.  Right now girls are put in the untenable situation of receiving social power for acting in ways that objectify them, render them less significant, less visible, and less in control.  Again, what we need to do to fight girlfighting is to tackle culturally mediated forms of oppression: to unveil the dynamics at play, provide ways of understanding the limiting and damaging constructions of gender, race, class, and sexual identity, and work to replace them with alternative realities, new cultural stories, critical tools, words, and ideals that interrupt the way things usually go and open up possibilities for girls and women to act together for social change. (Girlfighting 201)

The emotional damage that results from relational aggression should not be taken lightly.  Many women remember being the victim of a bully, and perhaps they remember because the source of the aggression was never discussed or resolved.  With the help of teachers, administrators, and the school community, we can help girls find their voice, discover their true identities, be taught to handle their own aggression, and develop ways in which their anger can be used constructively in resolving problems and disagreements.  Only then can we say that today’s girls possess more power and control over their lives than ever before.
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