
We Teach Girls To Shrink Themselves

We teach girls to shrink themselves is a poignant phrase that encapsulates a cultural phenomenon deeply
embedded in societal norms and expectations. This idea reflects how, from a young age, girls are often
conditioned to downplay their ambitions, desires, and self-worth. As a result, many women grow up feeling the
need to minimize their presence and contributions in various spheres of life, whether at home, in educational
settings, or within the workplace. This article will explore the origins of this societal conditioning, its
implications, and strategies to empower girls and women to embrace their full potential.

Historical Context

The roots of teaching girls to shrink themselves can be traced back to historical gender roles that have
persisted for centuries. Societies have traditionally assigned women the roles of caregivers and homemakers,
leading to the belief that their primary value lies in service to others. Several key factors have contributed to
this narrative:

1. Socialization from a Young Age
- Toys and Media: Girls are often given dolls and playsets that emphasize nurturing and caregiving, while boys
receive action figures and building sets that promote adventure and leadership.
- Language Use: Parents and educators may unintentionally use language that encourages girls to be polite
and accommodating, while boys are often encouraged to be assertive and adventurous.

2. Educational System
- Classroom Dynamics: Studies have shown that teachers may unconsciously favor boys in classroom
discussions, leading girls to become less vocal and confident in sharing their ideas.
- Subject Choices: Girls may be steered away from subjects like math and science, which are often perceived as
male-dominated fields, leading to a lack of representation in these areas.



Implications of Shrinking Behavior

The impact of teaching girls to shrink themselves extends beyond childhood, influencing their adult lives and
shaping societal structures. Some of the most significant implications include:

1. Self-Esteem and Body Image
- Many women struggle with body image issues, often feeling pressure to conform to societal beauty
standards. This pressure can lead to low self-esteem and a diminished sense of self-worth.
- The idea of shrinking manifests physically as well, with women feeling compelled to make themselves smaller or
less noticeable in social situations, whether by altering their appearance or by suppressing their voices.

2. Professional Limitations
- In the workplace, women may hesitate to seek promotions or speak up in meetings due to the ingrained belief
that their contributions are not as valuable as those of their male counterparts.
- Research shows that women are often less likely to negotiate salaries, resulting in long-term financial
disparities compared to men.

3. Interpersonal Relationships
- The tendency to shrink oneself can affect personal relationships, as women may prioritize the needs of others
over their own, leading to imbalanced dynamics.
- This behavior can foster resentment and burnout, as women often feel unfulfilled in their roles.

Breaking the Cycle

To combat the ingrained belief that girls should shrink themselves, it is essential to implement strategies at
various levels, from individual actions to societal change.

1. Empowering Girls Through Education
- Encouragement in Diverse Subjects: Educators and parents should encourage girls to explore subjects outside
traditional gender norms, such as STEM (science, technology, engineering, and mathematics).
- Confidence-Building Activities: Programs that focus on public speaking, leadership, and assertiveness can help
girls develop a sense of agency and confidence in their abilities.

2. Challenging Societal Norms
- Media Representation: Advocating for diverse and positive representations of women in media can help reshape
perceptions of gender roles. Highlighting strong female characters and leaders can inspire girls to aspire to
greatness.
- Community Initiatives: Local organizations can create programs that promote female empowerment,
mentorship, and networking opportunities to foster a supportive environment for women.

3. Creating Supportive Environments
- Open Conversations: Families and communities should engage in open discussions about gender roles and the
importance of valuing every individual's contributions, regardless of gender.



- Role Modeling: Women in leadership positions can serve as role models, demonstrating that it is possible to
embrace one's full potential without shrinking away.

Personal Reflection and Growth

While societal change is necessary, individual reflection and growth are equally important. Women can take
proactive steps to combat the tendency to shrink themselves:

1. Self-Reflection Practices
- Journaling: Writing about personal experiences and feelings can help identify patterns of self-doubt and areas
for growth.
- Affirmations: Practicing positive affirmations can counteract negative self-talk and reinforce a sense of self-
worth.

2. Setting Boundaries
- Learning to Say No: Women should practice setting boundaries to prioritize their own needs and well-being,
rather than constantly accommodating others.
- Seeking Support: Engaging with supportive friends, family members, or therapists can provide a safe space for
women to express themselves and seek guidance.

3. Celebrating Achievements
- Acknowledging Success: Taking time to recognize and celebrate personal achievements, no matter how small,
can build confidence and reinforce a sense of agency.
- Sharing Stories: Women should feel encouraged to share their stories and experiences, as this can foster
community and inspire others to embrace their own journeys.

Conclusion

The notion that we teach girls to shrink themselves is a reflection of deeply rooted societal norms that can
have lasting impacts on women's lives. By understanding the origins of this behavior and its implications, we can
begin to implement strategies that empower girls to embrace their full potential. Through education, community
support, and personal growth, we can create a culture that celebrates women's contributions and encourages
them to stand tall, voice their opinions, and pursue their passions with confidence. It is essential for society to
collectively work towards breaking the cycle and fostering an environment where all individuals, regardless
of gender, can thrive without the need to shrink themselves.

Frequently Asked Questions

What does the phrase 'we teach girls to shrink themselves' mean?
It refers to the societal norms and pressures that encourage girls and women to downplay their abilities,
ambitions, and presence in order to fit into traditional gender roles.



How does this teaching affect girls' self-esteem?
It can lead to lower self-esteem as girls may feel they need to conform to unrealistic expectations, making them
doubt their worth and capabilities.

What are some examples of how girls are taught to shrink themselves?
Examples include being discouraged from speaking up in class, being praised for appearance over achievements, or
being told to be polite and accommodating rather than assertive.

What impact does this have on women's career choices?
It can result in women opting for less ambitious career paths or feeling unqualified for leadership roles, which
perpetuates gender inequality in the workplace.

How can parents help counteract this message?
Parents can encourage assertiveness, celebrate achievements, and model confidence, thereby reinforcing that it's
okay for girls to take up space and express themselves.

What role does media play in reinforcing the idea of shrinking?
Media often portrays female characters in passive roles or emphasizes their physical appearance over their
intelligence and capabilities, reinforcing the notion that women should be less assertive.

What are some strategies for empowerment in girls?
Encouraging participation in sports, leadership programs, and promoting positive role models can help girls
build confidence and challenge societal norms.

How does intersectionality affect the message of shrinking?
Girls from diverse backgrounds may face compounded pressures based on race, class, and sexuality, leading to
more complex experiences with self-diminishment.

What are some organizations that promote confidence in young girls?
Organizations like Girls Who Code, Girl Scouts, and Lean In offer programs aimed at building confidence and
leadership skills among young girls.

Why is it important to address the issue of girls shrinking themselves?
Addressing this issue is crucial for fostering gender equality, empowering women to pursue their ambitions, and
creating a more inclusive society.
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