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hroughout childhood, most young girls are outgoing, self-confident, curious
adventurers interested in exploring the world and all it has to offer. Happy

with themselves and their place in the world, they interact positively with their
families and friends.

All this drastically changes as girls approach their teen years. Adolescence
becomes a war zone girls must navigate as they constantly dodge societal pres-
sures to be thin, to fit in and to mold themselves to the cultural ideal of beauty.

Navigating these hurdles can shake the self-confidence of even the most assertive
girls. For those less confident, teenage pressures cause lasting damage. Some of
the more serious consequences include bulimia, anorexia, compulsive overeating,
depression, early sexual activity, teenage pregnancy, drug use, self-mutilation and
suicide attempts.

How can fitness professionals help preadolescent and adolescent girls during this
turbulent time? You can help by understanding their experience and leading them
in sports or fitness programs. By introducing girls to the love of physical activity
and motivating them to adhere to it on a consistent basis, you can tremendously
impact their lives.

Helping 
Girls Help 
Themselves

B Y  A P R I L  D U R R E T T

Shine a light into the darkness of girls’adolescent
years by conducting sports or fitness programs.T



To assist you in working with this group,
this article will address what is happen-
ing with today’s female teens, how sports
and fitness can benefit them and what
types of programs will work best for them.

What’s Going On?

A s girls enter their teenage years,
their worlds turn upside down.
Mary Pipher, PhD, author of

Reviving Ophelia: Saving the Selves of
Adolescent Girls, likens adolescence to
the “Bermuda Triangle.” She explains,
“Something dramatic happens to girls
in early adolescence. Just as planes and
ships disappear mysteriously into the
Bermuda Triangle, so do the selves of
girls go down in droves. They crash and
burn in a social and developmental
Bermuda Triangle. . . . They lose their
resiliency and optimism and become less

curious and [less] inclined to take risks.
They . . . become more deferential,
self-cr i t ical and depressed. They
report great unhappiness with their
own bodies.”

Many girls, relatively happy or uncon-
cerned with their bodies as children,
become obsessed with body image as
teens. According to research conducted
jointly by the Melpomene Institute for
Women’s Health Research and Shape
magazine, the more a teen becomes
aware her figure is developing, the more
she begins to critique its every detail. In
a survey of almost 3,800 females ages
11 to 17, subjects were asked what they
would change about themselves if they
could. Here were their top answers, pub-
lished in the November 1995 issue of
Shape :

11-year-olds: nothing, hair and height
14-year-olds: stomach, height, butt and

personality/attitude
17-year-olds: legs, abs, gain muscle/lose

fat/tone body, butt, hips and waist

Judging from these replies, 11-year-
old girls are not primarily concerned with
their bodies; preoccupation with body
image increases by age 14 and is in full
bloom by age 17.

A groundbreaking 1991 study by the
American Association of University Women
also illuminates girls’ dissatisfaction with
themselves. While 60 percent of girls in
elementary school reported they were
always “happy the way I am,” only 29
percent of high-school girls agreed.
Percentages for boys dropped less—
from 67 percent for elementary-school
boys to 46 percent for high schoolers.

Why do girls as a group lose so much
confidence? Pipher points to the develop-
mental and hormonal changes occurring
within their bodies; societal pressures to be
thin and beautiful; and, especially for
American girls, the expectation that they

distance themselves from their parents
just when they might most need their fam-
ilies’ support. Pipher adds that in the 1990s
these pressures are even more intense than
in past decades, because divorced par-
ents, chemical addictions, casual sex and
violence against women are more preva-
lent.

How Physical Activity Can Help

T he good news is that preadoles-
cent and adolescent girls’ partici-
pation in sports or fitness can

counteract these negative influences and
help on physiological, social, emotional
and mental levels.

A subcategory of the previously men-
tioned Melpomene/Shape research
looked at  953 girls ages 11 to 17. The
research (included in the Summer 1996
Melpomene Journal) reported that girls
who were “more physically active” (en-
gaged in some activity 6 or 7 days a
week) were more likely to feel positive
about their appearance and weight and

felt more competent. Their self-esteem
was enhanced through achievement and
team affiliation.

Physical Activity & Sport in the Lives of
Gir ls, a research review from the
President’s Council on Physical Fitness and
Sports, concluded that exercise and sports
participation can be used as a thera-
peutic and preventive intervention for
enhancing the physical and mental health
of adolescent females. Published in 1997,
the report also suggests that physical
activity is an effective tool for reducing
stress and depression among this popu-
lation.

These findings echoed statistics com-
piled by the Women’s Sports Foundation
showing that 50 percent of girls who par-
ticipate in some kind of sport experience
higher levels of self-esteem and less
depression than those who don’t.

“Physical activity gives girls a differ-
ent context [in which] to look at their bod-
ies,” explains Lynn Jaffee, program
director of the Melpomene Institute.
“Instead of looking at their bodies and
thinking, ‘I’m too fat,’ or ‘I’m getting
breasts,’ they think about how fast or
strong they are. Discovering their own
physical competence is tremendously valu-
able. It helps them take risks in other sit-
uations,” she adds.

Girls and Sports

Participating in school or communi-
ty sports teams is one way for girls
to reap the benefits of physical

activity. Working one-to-one with a sports
mentor provides another avenue.

The Athlete Mentor Program for Girls—
conducted by SportsBridge: The Center
for Girls and Women in Sports in San
Francisco, California—is an example of
an effective sports mentorship program.
This program empowers “multicultural”
girls ages 11 to 14 through sports par-

uilding self-esteem is one of the most
important services your sports or fitness
classes can provide.
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ticipation, and pairs girls from low- to mod-
erate-income households with multicultural
adult women. The girls and mentors
meet for two to five hours each week to
play sports, work on homework and
volunteer on community service projects.
Each girl works with her mentor to deter-
mine how best to spend their time togeth-
er, based on goals the girl develops at
the beginning of the mentorship. Once
a month, everyone in the program
takes part in a special group activity,
such as attending a women’s college bas-
ketball game and meeting the players.

If you’d like to start a similar pro-
gram, SportsBridge executive director
Ann Kletz recommends beginning with
a small pilot program, having clear-
cut objectives and designing your pro-
gram based on input from the girls
involved.

The Need for Fitness

W hile both sports and fitness can
boost girls’ self-esteem, girls
who don’t care to play sports

need special fitness classes targeted to
them.

In Canada, a 1991 initiative known as
On the Move is devoted to increasing
the participation of young girls in recre-
ational activities. This initiative—which is
gaining momentum in Canada—urges pro-
fessionals to develop programs that attract
teen girls who avoid sports because
they lack certain physical skills or self-
confidence, dislike competition or are self-
conscious about their bodies. 

Mona Ceniceros, MS, adjunct faculty
member at Mankato State University in
Mankato, Minnesota, and creator of the
Girls in Motion (G.I.M.) program for girls
ages nine to 12, adds, “Sports enrich the

lives of and help build self-esteem for girls
who are good at them, but they also have
as much potential to devastate decondi-
tioned girls who aren’t [good at them].” 

As a fitness professional, then, you can
fill a niche by providing an effective alter-
native for those girls who don’t feel com-
fortable participating in sports.

Girls’ Fitness Classes

W hat type of class meets the phys-
ical needs of preadolescent
and adolescent girls and helps

build their self-esteem? Here are some suc-
cessful class models:

Girls in Motion. G.I.M. is a noncompeti-
tive, non-appearance-based physical
activity program targeting girls ages nine
to 12. It uses an all-inclusive, mind-body-
spirit approach to help girls unload
societal pressures about body image and
encourage them to find and follow their

individual paths to their health and fit-
ness potential. Ceniceros, the program
creator, designed it with help from her
oldest daughter.

The 60- to 75-minute classes meet once
a week and are divided into three parts:
z First, Ceniceros leads a discussion

group on a health education topic, such
as nutrition, eating disorders or body
image. For example, in one class she might
bring in fashion magazines and explain
how photographs of fashion models’ bod-
ies are often altered using computer imag-
ing. The girls feel better about themselves
once they realize that even models aren’t
as perfect as they look.
z Next, the girls participate in a non-

competitive physical activity, which changes
each week. The goal is to give the class
a broad view of physical activity by intro-
ducing movement choices as varied as

walking, yoga, step and belly dancing.
zFinally, Ceniceros demonstrates stress

reduction techniques, such as deep breath-
ing and guided visualization, and teach-
es the girls how they can practice these
at home.

She believes the order of these three
program elements is crucial because the
exercise dissipates the emotion that comes
up during the discussion group and pre-
pares the girls for the relaxation phase
of the class.

Ceniceros cited some reasons her pro-
gram has been successful:
z She conducts the classes at times

and places convenient for the girls—right
after classes are over at their schools and
on Saturdays at a local health club. 
z She brings in other community experts

to help throughout the eight-week ses-
sion. For example, a public health nurse
might talk about hygiene, a guest instruc-

tor might teach a funk class or a large-
sized woman might share what it feels
like to be heavy. “Using other experts
shows girls the community cares about
them,” remarks Ceniceros.
z She gives parents a syllabus describing

what the girls will be doing throughout
the program. “This educates parents
and helps them initiate discussion about
health-related topics with their daugh-
ters,” she says.
z She charges a low rate to make the

class accessible to girls of all income lev-
els.

MTV Dance. Taught at The Fitness Group
i n  Vancouve r ,  B r i t i s h  Co l umb ia ,
Canada, MTV Dance is an hour-long class
for girls ages nine to 12. Judy Notte,
MEd, an elementary-school teacher and
fitness professional who specializes in this
population, focuses on teaching partici-

Teens especially need activities such as guided 
visualization, to help them focus and be still.
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Title IX: Has It Made a Difference?

I
n 1972, the United States Congress passed Title IX of the 1972 Education Amendments Act, a federal

law that prohibits discrimination on the basis of gender at educational institutions receiving federal

funds. Title IX mandates proportional participation opportunities based on the percentage of men and

women attending a given institution. The purpose of Title IX was to increase scholarships and funding for

women’s sports and give women opportunities to participate in the sports of their choice.

Twenty-five years after passage of Title IX, is it really working? The answer is both yes and no.

Triumphs by women’s Olympic soccer, basketball and softball teams and the emergence of professional

women’s sports leagues are two positive indicators, notes Janet Lee in Women’s Sports & Fitness magazine.

Also, a USA Today analysis reports that women’s soccer and crew are big winners in the world of college

sports. Female athletes in these sports feel they are treated equally with the men who participate in the same

sports.

Unfortunately, when it comes to funding, Title IX has met with less success. “Although the number of

women participating in college athletic programs is increasing, colleges are still overwhelmingly spending

their money on men’s programs, according to a five-year study of gender equity by the National Collegiate

Athletic Association (NCAA),” reports Amy Shipley in the Washington Post.

The mixed news, she adds, is that “women gained in [sports] participation, scholarship dollars, coaches’

salaries and operating expenditures, but that progress was dwarfed by the 90 percent increase in operating

expenses for men’s athletic programs, especially considering men’s participation has fallen 10 percent since

the release of the NCAA’s last study in 1992.” 

Richard E. Lapchick, PhD, founder and director of the Center for the Study of Sport in Society at

Northeastern University, says, “Overall, Title IX has not achieved its expectations. However, it has served

as a vehicle for women in athletics to pursue equal standing and oppose institutionalized sexism.”

The challenge in upholding the mandates of Title IX continues to center on money. Some college

administrators, athletic directors and coaches say it makes sense to spend more on traditionally popular and

male-dominated sports, such as football, that bring schools money and acclaim. With the rising costs of all

sports, many college staff members believe in gender equity but do not see how they can implement Title IX

without eliminating the funding needed for men’s sports. In fact, one trend is to cut less popular men’s sports

(like wrestling, swimming and gymnastics) to even out the percentage of men and women involved in sports

and earmark more money for women’s sports to comply with Title IX. 

The future outlook for increased adherence to Title IX is looking up for two reasons. First, women athletes

are bringing—and winning—lawsuits against colleges for intentional discrimination. Second, the Equity in

Athletics Disclosure Act of 1996 requires coed colleges and universities receiving federal funds to disclose

statistics about their sports funding and participation.

Lee feels these developments are causing schools to increase efforts to comply with Title IX, albeit out of

fear or duty. As female athletes continue to receive more public acceptance and recognition (and ultimately

lucrative product endorsements and network television coverage), defending Title IX and the rights it

accords to women will probably be an easier task.
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pants very basic, adapted hip-hop skills.
“I want the girls to leave feeling good
about movement, not saying, ‘I will never
get that step.’ ” Until now the class has
been offered in four-week sessions on
Fridays at 4:30 PM and on Saturdays at
noon, but Notte plans to offer eight-week
sessions in the future.

Dance Jam. This once-a-week class show-
cases a different style of exercise each
week so the girls won’t get bored. Sample
activities include step, funk, high-low aer-
obics, circuit training and body condi-
tioning. “One way girls give input is by
bringing their own music and showing
me moves they’ve learned from television
or movies and want to incorporate in class,”
notes program instructor Mirabai Holland,
MFA, an international fitness consultant
from Palisades Park, New Jersey, and
creator of the All WinnersTM Cooperative
Fitness Play program for kids.

Fitness Clubs and Camps

A nother way to reach girls is to
offer special fitness clubs and
camps, which can foster a sense

of safety and community.
Fitness Clubs. “As girls move into teen

years, they are looking for a more social
environment and need a nurturing,
safe, comfortable place to try new activ-
ities,” says Notte. To meet this need,
The Fitness Group is starting a special
“club” with programming for different
age groups (8 to 10, 11 to 12, and 13
and older). Opening this fall, the club
will schedule classes similar to MTV Dance
(described above) during popular work-
out times for parents. It will also offer
membership cards, newsletters, and social
events that focus on learning a new activ-
ity, such as in-line skating. The club is ten-
tatively called Girls on the Move, but
Notte will involve the girls in making the
final naming decision. 

Fitness Camps. If you can’t offer a regu-
larly scheduled class for female teens
or preteens, conducting a summer camp
is another option. Kristen Janikas, youth
fitness director for Frog’s Athletic Clubs
in Encinitas and Solana Beach, California,
facilitated a week-long day camp for
girls 12 to 15 last summer. The camp
ran from 10:00 AM to 2:00 PM every day
and included three segments:

l Cardio Blast, which offered super-
vised instruction on cardiovascular equip-
ment
z Movin’ and Groovin’, which includ-

ed activities like hip hop, self-defense
instruction, acting and—a camp fav-
orite—creating music videos
z Mind and Body, which featured group

discussions and exercise modalities such as
yoga. During the group discussions Janikas
put slips of paper labeled with different
topics—like peer pressure, boys and home-
work—into a hat. Each of the girls pulled
out a topic, discussed it for a minute and
then opened it up to the group.

One-Time Events

Conducting one-time workshops or
classes can pique girls’ interest in
health and fitness so they explore

activities on their own or want to par-
ticipate in a program you start. 

One-Time Classes. Holland and two other
instructors offered a Fit Friday class for
13- to 15-year-olds one Friday night.
The instructors taught a dance routine.
After class, the girls ate healthy snacks
and “vogued” (posed in dance moves).

After-School Workshops. In addition to offer-
ing events at your facility, you can also
go into schools or community centers. Notte
teaches hour-long after-school workshops
at local schools. She targets nonathletic
girls and focuses on exposing them to new
activities they can participate in success-
fully. Sample workshop topics include
fitness walking, hip hop, nutrition, circuit
training, active living and the benefits of
exercise. She also shares her life story
and her struggles with eating disorders.
Afterward she leads a discussion period,
asking girls to write questions and put
them in a hat. She then pulls out ques-
tions and answers them. In this way, per-
sonal questions remain anonymous and
can be answered without singling anyone
out.

Personal Training

W hile some girls enjoy the cama-
raderie of a fitness class,
others feel shy, awkward and

uncomfortable exercising in front of their
peers. The most effective method of
reaching these less confident girls is
through personal training.

Kim Bundy, who works with girls in
Morgantown, West Virginia, and is the
coproducer and instructor of the “Extreme
Teen Step Workout” videotape, trains
many girls, often in tandem with their
mothers. She shows the girls how to incor-
porate movement they love into their
lifestyles, explains behavior modifica-
tion techniques and teaches them about
body composition. “I have to explain that
if you weigh 123 pounds, this is not pure
fat,” says Bundy. She believes the
mothers’ involvement helps the girls and
their families adopt healthy lifestyles.

Vikki Van Hoosen of Personal Edge
Training Company in Los Angeles,
California, specializes in working with
teens, especially those in the entertain-
ment industry. She likes to go for hikes
with new clients and talk to them to deter-
mine their current activities and goals.
When working with teenage girls, she
focuses on healthy eating and fun activ-
ities, and steers away from promoting
activity as a means of improving one’s
looks. 

Targeting Teens and Preteens

W hen designing programming,
what ages should you target?
Girls in their teens (13 to 17)

need programs, but so do those in the
preteen years (9 to 12). Programs for
teens provide positive benefits that can
counteract some of the negative effects
of adolescence. Just as important, how-
ever, are programs that help nine- to
12-year-old girls learn to love physical
activity before they reach the dreaded
Bermuda Triangle years.

When her oldest daughter was nine,
Ceniceros overheard her and her friends
fretting about being fat. She soon
found this concern was common among
girls that age. In conducting research on
gi r l s  n ine to  12 for  her  master ’ s
degree, Ceniceros discovered that
even though many negative health behav-
iors don’t surface until later, they lie under
the surface as early as age nine. “That’s
why it’s important for fitness profession-
als to jump in there and provide preven-
tive programming for those nine to 12,”
she explains.

Jaffee also thinks it’s a good idea to
start working with girls in this age range.
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“You have a better chance of having them
as a captive audience then. If they haven’t
started being active by 15 or 16, many
girls have the attitude that it’s too late,”
she says.

For Girls Only

When designing programs for
nine- to 17-year-olds, you need
to decide if you offer classes

exclusively for girls or make your pro-
grams coed.

Some fitness professionals think mix-
ing boys and girls is fine. These pro-
fessionals either plan classes that appeal
to both genders or design class con-
tent that appeals mostly to girls with-
out excluding boys.

Although Janikas felt justified offering
a one-time girls-only camp, she is less
comfortable consistently excluding boys.
She thinks that if fitness professionals
do offer regular girls-only programming
within their facilities, they need to edu-
cate members about why girls benefit
from classes of their own.

Many other fitness professionals believe
offering programs just for girls is crucial.
Ceniceros says, “A lot of times girls don’t
move or talk as freely in a coed group.
Once they get to be preteens, they need
a gender-specific class.” Van Hoosen adds,
“Once girls hit 14 or 15, they are drasti-
cally different from boys. Many girls just
aren’t as competitive at that age.”

Important Program Elements

W hen designing classes, keep
i n  m i nd  t h e  f o l l ow i ng
points:

Offer Age-Appropriate Classes. You want to
bring together girls of similar ages so
they can relate well to one another’s
experiences. “Don’t make the age groups
too broad, even if you think that will
attract more girls,” advises Ceniceros.
“The difference between third and sixth
graders is immense.”

Experiment  With a Variety of  Act iv i t ies.

Ceniceros teaches a different activity
each week, so if girls don’t like something
one week, they’ll still come back the next.
Notte suggests offering different choic-
es within a girls’ club. “Some girls will
enjoy the fitness class approach, while

others will want to learn how to do activ-
ities like rock climbing or throwing a soft-
ball,” she says.

Incorporate Stress-Relieving Activities. Teens
especially need activities that can help
them focus and be still. Guided visual-
ization, imagery, meditation and stretch-
ing are good choices.

Structure Activities That Promote a Sense of

Personal Competence. Notte ensures that the
steps in her classes aren’t too difficult.
Bundy says girls might not be as fit as
you would imagine. “You might think they
could easily do x number of minutes of
cardiovascular conditioning, but they might
be able to do only half that. You need
to be flexible when teaching and imme-
diately change a movement if you see
girls struggling. A big thing in teaching
this group is to make sure no one gets
embarrassed,” Bundy explains.

Focus on Fun, Particularly At First. “Don’t
preach why exercise is important,” says
Notte. “Girls will be apprehensive and
nervous, especially in the beginning. If
you create a bond with them and they
like you, you will have plenty of time to
educate them later.”

Sarah Scott, owner of Ironsmith Body
Inc. Sports Training Center in Austin, Texas,
specializes in training athletes in small
groups. To hold girls’ interest, she advis-
es alternating between meaningful and
fun activities.

Promote Social Interaction and Acceptance of All

Participants. “Girls have been welcome to
drop into classes, but we have found
this does not happen,” explains Notte.
“They tend to sign up with friends, and I
have found their attendance is more con-
sistent if they do come with their bud-
dies.”

Janikas says that with a new class, con-
ducting “icebreaker” games is essential
to prevent girls from “keeping walls up.”
The purpose of icebreakers is to ensure
“popular” and “unpopular” girls mingle
and talk to each other. As classes con-
tinue, you should closely watch the group’s
interaction; periodically, you may need
to introduce additional icebreakers.
Sample icebreakers include asking girls
to pair up with other girls they don’t know
and find out their partners’ favorite movie
stars, or telling participants to form groups

with girls they don’t know. “It’s better to
positively deal with cliques rather than
just ignore them,” notes Janikas.

Include Elements to Boost Self-Esteem. In
addition to increasing girls’ fitness lev-
els, building self-esteem is one of the most
important services your fitness classes can
provide. Here are some ideas for increas-
ing self-esteem:
z Encourage positive health behaviors

rather than weight loss. Talk about goals
like building muscle and increasing
endurance and flexibility. “Never talk
about which body parts girls hate most
or which they want to slim down,” says
Janikas.
z Talk about how being healthy can

help girls enjoy outdoor activities, such
as in-line skating.
z When conducting discussions, act as

a facilitator but don’t preach. Focus on
getting the girls to talk and tap into their
own knowledge about themselves, rather
than telling them what you think is right
and wrong.
z Encourage the girls to be unique, notes

Ja n i c e  Ward ,  a  c e r t i f i ed  N IA
(Neuromuscular Integrative Action) train-
er and black-belt instructor in Fairfax,
Virginia. “In the beginning of my NIA
classes, I tell [the students] there is noth-
ing to get right and no wrong way to
move. I encourage them to come up
with their own styles of movement.”
z  Compliment their accomplishments

and tell them they are beautiful inside,
rather than focusing on externals, like
cute clothing, Ward suggests.

Tips for Instructors

The fitness professionals interviewed
for this article suggest the follow-
ing tips for working with this group:

Choose Women Instructors. While many adult
women enjoy being taught by a male
instructor, preteen and teenage girls are
self-conscious about their bodies and usu-
ally feel more comfortable with a woman.

Relate to Girls on Their Level. “To get a rap-
port going, you want to become like [the
girls]. Use music they like, and know what’s
cool for their age. They should see you
as a trusted friend,” says Bundy.

Van Hoosen adds, “With [girls in] this
age group I am professional but try not




