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Who am I?

If life were a smorgasbord, our 16-, 17- and 18-year-old girls would be its grazers. Across arts and culture, careers and passions, friends and social media, they nibble. It won’t be Ed Sheeran who draws them in, but the beat or theme of one of his songs, and they’ll go looking for more like it – music that makes them feel. ‘My music library is random genres and it changes. If the song makes me feel something, it means something,’ one 17-year-old says. It’s the same with TikTok and the lure of influencers who make them laugh or cry or think. Authors, too, aren’t as significant as what they write about. ‘It’s true even as they think about careers,’ social researcher Mark McCrindle says. ‘They’re the generation of generalists and that’s fantastic in a fast-changing world. It gives them options and it means that they can connect and relate to a diverse range of people.’ Diversity has been a stop along that smorgasbord too. ‘But they need to know who they are and they need to know what makes their heart beat fast, and they need to start to develop their own particular direction,’ he says.

When the smorgasbord is as big as it is, choice is tough. At school, subject options are endless. There is more academic assistance than there has ever been. In downtime, they can choose from a multitude of activities and stream movies from numerous sources. Everything is now. From their bank accounts to their friendship groups, their music library to their meditation apps – they’re all packed into the smartphones they cannot do without. They are engaged and global, and wanting to right the world of wrongs. In the schoolyard, these Generation Zs are role models to Generation Alphas in a way schools haven’t seen before. They are leaders and shapers and models and protestors and contributors. Ten-year-olds watch them and love it. That mostly makes them good big sisters too. They wear inclusion, as well as their preferred pronoun, as a badge of honour. ‘But my question to them is: Inclusive to what?’ Mark McCrindle says. They’re inclusive and determined and passionate – but often without purpose or direction. Their destination remains elusive.

After 12 months of research, which involved hearing the views of 1000 girls, that’s a poignant question. The majority of this cohort can feed on anything from the smorgasbord life has gifted, but making choices is nigh impossible. Too many of them want to be the best – at everything. When principal of Brisbane’s Somerville House girls’ school Kim Kiepe looks out her office window, she sees girls brimming with aspiration but still deciding who they might be. Comparison is an almighty driver. ‘It’s like “I have to do what she’s doing. I have to aspire to be the best. I want to get that leadership position. I want to be the best at academics. I want to be in the A-grade of netball.”’ Not every student in Year 11, 12 and 13 (the year given to those in their first year out, irrespective of whether they are at university, TAFE, in the workforce or elsewhere) is like that, but a big chunk are. Still, not all of them can top the class, make the senior debating team or nab the sports leaders’ badges. Kiepe, who has worked as a leader in girls’ schools in Queensland and Western Australia, draws a comparison with mothers. Any working mother will understand her point. ‘We’re not super women,’ she says. We need to compromise. Her advice to girls is similar: ‘Decide what you’re going to be good at, and focus on that.’ The role of mentors is crucial. Aunts, both real and adopted, surfaced as stellar choices, but so too did parents and teachers and sports coaches. Like their choices in music and careers, these girls see role models in terms of the traits they offer, not the positions they hold. ‘Anyone really – as long as they have the attributes I define as a good person,’ one girl says. The best lesson a mentor can give these girls is a deep belief that they are ‘enough’ as they are. It sounds easier than it is.

That push to be ‘perfect’ became a common thread in my research and it has educators on red alert. Girls who will not hand in an assignment because it’s not perfect. Girls recording 92 per cent on a test who focus on how they missed 8 per cent. In their view, they’ve failed. Comparison is a disease here, delivered 24/7 courtesy of the smartphone they carry in their pocket. It is driving clothes choices and eating habits as much as it is generating anxiety. In some cases, Snapchat surgeries are being sought so a teen can look like the filter on her phone. The irony here is enormous. With infinite possibilities, comparison is funnelling their decisions around looks and activities and dreams. It’s narrowing their world. With a thousand viewpoints on offer, they’ll mute those they find offensive. With dozens of different pathways forward, for many the ATAR will be the double-digit figure that becomes a single life-determiner. The grass might have been greener on the other side of the fence for their parents but, for this crew, that grass is everywhere, popping up night and day, in their pocket and every time they reach for their device. Off-screen too. ‘I aspire to have the qualities of some of my classmates – their popularity, how they study, those little things,’ one 17-year-old said. Parenting educator and author Dr Justin Coulson says the almighty girl power they show can vanish in a heartbeat. ‘They’re incredibly confident in terms of changing the world, saving the planet, having the career of their dreams, but they fall apart at the slightest hint that their body isn’t right, or that their boyfriend won’t stay with them unless they adopt a more provocative sexual stance,’ he says. Linda Douglas, principal of Melbourne’s Ruyton Girls’ School, raises another irony. Focused on accepting each other as they are, they are brutal in the judgement they mete out to themselves. And the pull of that person with the perfect life on screen is all-encompassing – even though they know the images and videos are doctored.


‘Being able to see only the filtered versions of others can make me jealous and I don’t like feeling that way.’

‘It’s just natural to compare, even though you know it’s not true.’



Our girls are clever and sassy and thoughtful, and yet that comparison drives everything from the length of eyelashes to active wear focused on their buttocks ‘because it’s the new look’. ‘If it looks good, I’ll want to buy it,’ says a 16-year-old. ‘I don’t think anyone else should have an opinion on what others wear. Mum will see someone wearing something I like and say, “Thank God you don’t wear that!”.’ The chasm between generations is just as wide as it might have been for their parents – perhaps wider. This can be difficult for both parent and daughter. ‘I see it with my own daughter,’ one school principal says. ‘She said to me that in relationships I probably never had to look at a boyfriend liking posts of other people.’ Her daughter found that confronting. ‘It’s that comparison thing,’ she says. The antidote, no doubt, is a strong sense of self, which many girls find tantalisingly elusive.

So, how do our 16- and 17- and 18-year-old girls see themselves?


‘I am scared of judgement, or people not caring, or people dismissing my feelings completely.’

‘I don’t know who I am. I don’t judge people. It’s really, really hard to know someone else and to understand someone else. I don’t understand myself often.’

‘I’m trying to find out. Aren’t we all?’



I feel as though I know these girls well. A couple of years ago, when they were 14, I researched a book called Being 14, which showcased that bumpy age for girls. Now those same girls are in senior school and leaving school to take their place in the world. Some of the challenges that popped up in those early teen years are now entrenched. Body image. The search for perfectionism. Their brutal self-judgement. A wonderful ability to accept difference. That acceptance of others stands out to Deborrah Francis, head of senior girls’ wellbeing at St Margaret’s Berwick Grammar in Melbourne. She is of Indian heritage and remembers crying as a teenager when her peers accused her of not showering because of her darker skin. Her children have never faced that racism. ‘They value diversity,’ she says of the current generation. ‘They don’t put labels on things as we do. And that’s what I’ve learnt – they look more to personality, to what you’re bringing to the table rather than what you look like.’ Francis says her wish for this cohort is to find ‘a sense of purpose’ not only associated with education. She wants them to discover the joy of finding out who they are, what strengths they harbour and how they can contribute to the world. ‘I worry that they will be missed. Parents are busier than I’ve ever seen, schools are taking on more and more responsibility to nurture, to provide social and emotional (support) for these young minds. And I’m so worried we’ll miss one,’ she says.


‘I would describe myself as someone who is kind yet blunt and honest. I’m humorous and sarcastic. Sometimes that’s taken the wrong way. Most of my friends understand that; but some don’t.’

‘I’m a child. I’m not technically an adult. But I’m expected to be an adult. It’s constantly belittling me as a human being – not as a 17-year-old. And it’s confusing. You have to know what you want to do but are still treated like a child.’



These teens are fearful of the future and of climate change, and wish their voices were louder. ‘We are not being heard,’ one says. ‘Climate change. Animal rights. Refugees. The education system. We’re 16 so our opinion doesn’t matter.’ They want to be at the decision-making table and, despite not being able to vote, don’t understand the enormous influence they wield via social media channels. The ironies are endless. On average, they spend three hours on their smartphone on a school day, but know it is keeping them awake at night and moulding everything from how they dress to how they think. They define success differently from many of their parents, eschewing big jobs and bigger houses. For them, success equals happiness, or simply being content, yet they will worry themselves sick over a maths exam. They understand the importance of their mental health, but will push it back behind a host of other priorities. They are a generation of generalists and they want to find their own space. They eschew traditional categories but are insistent on being categorised. ‘That’s why these new words keep coming up,’ one school counsellor says. ‘LGBTQIA+ … so everyone has a category. Adults don’t understand how important that is. It’s a way of describing how they feel. If you define yourself or you identify as this – then you can find people who are like you.’

What’s their biggest challenge? The same answers – drawn from 1000 teens – pop up repeatedly. ‘Trying to find a position in life where I feel happy, healthy and productive in spite of the pressures I face,’ one says. And that view is mirrored by hundreds of others. The pressures of self-doubt. Meeting their own expectations. Anxiety. Anxiety. Anxiety. ‘The biggest challenge I face is trying to get up and go to school. Every day I find myself struggling and panicking,’ a 17-year-old offers. ‘Knowing who I am – I haven’t been able to explore that.’ Gender identity is raised repeatedly, as is the struggle within school grounds over the use of pronouns, names, unisex toilets and uniforms. ‘I just want to feel understood.’ Opinions are black and white, and those who don’t reflect their views can be ostracised. Yet everything else is 100 shades of grey. ‘I really struggle with mental health challenges,’ one 16-year-old says. ‘I am not diagnosed with anything like depression or anxiety, which makes me feel really confused and left in the dark because I know that I struggle quite badly – but I don’t have any real issues, which can mess with me quite a lot.’ Time management. External exams. Finding friends who will endure. Imposter syndrome. Living up to others’ expectations. ATAR. ATAR. ATAR. Body image. The end of Year 12. The future.

That huge ogre COVID-19 hasn’t been a definer as much as the uncertainty it has brought with it. For better or worse, the long drawn-out lockdowns in Melbourne, yo-yo border closures, intermittent lockdowns in many other states, online learning, minimal social interaction, separated families and the unpredictability around it all will colour this generation for years. Lockdown days turning into weeks and then months stole the motivation of many, including ambitious young women who had hoped to study medicine and law and economics. In Melbourne, they told me they just wanted certainty. For others – and not just in Melbourne – lockdowns provided a gift. Sleep-ins. Reduced anxiety. Fewer friendship issues. Some girls felt less on show, and they liked that. ‘Being away from the judginess and gossip at school in COVID makes me feel secure and unbothered,’ one says. Toni Riordan, principal of St Aidan’s Anglican Girls’ School in Brisbane, says it struck her that many Year 12s were more ‘accepting of disappointment’. She says parents found it difficult, though, because they had mapped out a pre-COVID plan of what they wanted for their teen’s education – and COVID took that away. But don’t underestimate the influence of this pandemic, either. Experts told me that. So did the girls.


‘I’m so lonely. I had no one to talk to during lockdown.’

‘I haven’t seen my dad in 10 months. He’s in Canada.’

‘COVID has changed everything. I feel like most people have withdrawn from socialising with friends. I feel isolated. I’ve lost most motivation with schoolwork despite having always been really on top of [it] until lockdown.’

‘I’m a hands-on learner. It was SO hard. I’m social too and I couldn’t see people.’

‘It feels a bit pointless. I had to do exams online. That was not fun. It was all open book, but we had to keep cameras on. It was so much effort and it didn’t feel real in a way. It was like homework.’

‘I value my family a lot more. I’ve got a lot closer to my mum and dad. It’s also shown me who my true friends are. They still talk to me. At school, they were only talking to me because they were in front of me.’

‘We have been forgotten. It was fair for Year 12 last year to be really helped. But we have missed out on that love. Our Year 11 was kind of ruined and so was our Year 12. They were the test dummies, so everyone was helping them more than us.’



That last comment was common from girls who graduated in November 2021; they believe the 2020 graduates were given bucket-loads of academic assistance and understanding. They believe ongoing lockdowns prompted teachers and parents to adopt a ‘get on with it’ approach, despite having graduations and formals, Year 12 trips and 18th birthdays cancelled. This year, many of them will be in their first year of university, navigating new courses and new friendships, on and off campus.


‘Over time I have had less online contact with people so now no one ever sends me messages unless I send one first. It basically means I don’t talk to anyone but my family. It has also made uni hard as practical, hands-on experiences and learning are a big part of my degree. It makes me doubt I’ll graduate with the skills I need.’



That first year of university, or work, or TAFE – commonly now called Year 13 – has been a tricky one, navigated during a pandemic where jobs were lost and isolation was sometimes overwhelming. University lessons were flipped, and thousands continue to do assignments and tutorials and lectures from their bedrooms. The impetus for this book came from one concerned mother, whose daughter never left her room. Lessons and relationships both moved online. She wondered about the impact of isolation on her daughter. Mark McCrindle says the dismantling of so many structures has made it difficult for this generation to find direction, purpose and belonging. This mother could see that. And so can universities, who are being forced to reassess their models of operation after international student arrivals were stopped and campuses emptied.

Asked to describe 16-, 17- and 18-year-old girls, Brisbane Girls Grammar school associate dean of wellbeing Jody Forbes answers immediately. She lives and breathes this cohort. Curious and anxious, bright, funny, happy, polite, thoughtful, caring and complex. ‘Many internalise, ruminate and suppress their emotions. While they like to challenge and question rules, they typically avoid conflict and repel awkwardness.’ Many educators say teens can struggle with nuance. ‘So when you make a joke, they don’t know whether you are serious or not and then there’s this awkwardness,’ Brisbane’s Corinda State High School executive principal Helen Jamieson says. ‘They don’t know how to take you.’ This is a real difference from their parents’ generation, where many were raised on humour and sarcasm and banter. ‘Are they too delicate?’ another educator asks.

Jamieson, who has run schools for 25 years, starting as a principal at the age of 30, sees significant changes in teens’ development over that time. ‘Society has become more complex. And that is impacting teenagers because of social media. There is no filter anymore. They see it all. They hear it all and their underdeveloped brains are still going through that rapid change. It’s very confusing for them,’ she says. She sees them as younger now in terms of resilience and self-talk, but more mature socially, because of the adult material they’re exposed to. ‘And I think that’s what throws the whole confusion into the mix,’ she says. Certainly, while some are confident others lack assertion and are prone to worry. And as they move through secondary school, they engage in less exercise and sleep less. Rather than misbehave, our girls are more likely to want to do well: they strive to please their parents and teachers, and some strive for perfection. That word again.

Kellie Lyneham is the head of senior school at Carey Baptist Grammar School in Melbourne, responsible for 900 students across Years 10, 11 and 12. What keeps her awake at night? ‘I worry about how they are so “on” all the time, and unless they’re self-disciplined or their family creates a space for them to switch off, they’re constantly engaged with others and therefore constantly concerned about what could and couldn’t go wrong,’ she says. That brings the conversation back to these girls believing they are ‘never quite good enough at anything’ – because they are measuring themselves against others and unrealistic online benchmarks. Brisbane’s Clayfield College principal Dr Andrew Cousins says he worries how comparison drives ‘feelings of inadequacy’ because girls are choosing ‘the best bit of a whole heap of things to come up with an idealised view of what [they] should be like’. And rather than drawing on their attributes, they move to a ‘deficit model’. Teachers say this too. ‘It’s “Where did I lose these three marks?”, not “Oh, I got 17/20”,’ one says.

Direction. Purpose. Belonging. Those words became increasingly familiar to me over the course of this research. What worries Deborrah Francis from Melbourne’s St Margaret’s Berwick Grammar? ‘The dark cloud that hangs over them, especially in the independent sector, is that sense of purpose of “Where am I heading?”, “What’s in store for me?”, and to have all the answers, yesterday,’ she says.

These experts also describe their charges as stronger than they believe, and full of hope. Teen educator and CEO of Enlighten Education Dannielle Miller says this is her favourite cohort. ‘What I love about them is they don’t give their hearts away too quickly. They have critical thinking skills to be discerning, which I like. But when they’re in, they’re all in – hearts and minds. I love that passion,’ she says. They question everything, including school structures. ‘I guess that can be annoying for schools sometimes. But I love it and that’s truly what we want – a generation of young people who will think or challenge and question.’

‘I think they really are misunderstood,’ Melbourne paediatric psychologist Amanda Abel says. ‘Whether it’s their parents or just the general adults in the world, I don’t think that they’re a very well understood little cohort.’ Geelong psychologist Laura Lee agrees. ‘It’s just a really formative time in their lives and there’s a lot of turmoil around this age,’ she says. ‘There can be a lot of pain during these years and during their identity formation.’ That identity formation is pivotal, and feeds into relationships with their peers, and the relationship they have with themselves. What does she mean by that? ‘Do they have the confidence to cope with life’s ups and downs – and that’s something that really varies in this age group. When I think about relationships with themselves, I also think about the physical.’ Lee works with girls who share a difficult relationship with their own bodies, and struggle with food and exercise and appearance and beauty. Their relationship with others can be tricky too. ‘High school friendships are evolving or being left behind,’ she says. Many are wondering whether they have to tolerate any longer those students they’ve ‘coexisted’ with for years, now the end of school is in sight. Others are terrified friendship groups will disband with the final school bell. ‘And when friendships are evolving, girls feel like the ground is a little unstable around them.’ Gender identity is a new and confusing kid on the block for many parents. Support networks are crucial. ‘Parents play such a strong role and something that has really struck me, and seems to have shifted so much from when I was that age, is how much girls want to connect with their parents and are really willing to share with them,’ Lee says. ‘I can have parents express surprise to me – in a good way – about how much their daughters are willing to share about what’s going on in their lives. Whilst I’m sure that’s not the case with everyone, that’s something that’s really struck me.’ That’s gold to girls feeling wobbly on the journey to who they want to be. But she urges parents not to problem solve or utter the words ‘when I was your age … and why don’t you try …’ Instead, parents need to ‘say something like, “Well, that sounds really difficult”.’ Josie Tucker, a counsellor with Kids Helpline, agrees. Girls ‘need the patience and acceptance of people around them’ to sit with the questions raised, and to accept their navigation of them.

Teen girls make up a bigger client base than their male peers at Kids Helpline. On average, 25 to 27 per cent of calls to the counselling service come from 16- to 18-year-old young women. The top five concerns are mental health, emotional wellbeing, suicide-related concerns, child–parent relations and self-injury or self-harm concerns. Invariably, girls call after school, between 4 pm and 8 pm, with the peak occurring just after 6 pm.

Social media continues to play a dominant role with this crew, and many girls describe their own unhealthy obsession with it. Tasmanian psychologist Nicole Young says while staying connected helps, it also feeds that comparison, judgement and fear of missing out. ‘Fifteen years ago, you could look at a picture magazine and see one model but today you could go through Instagram and in the space of one minute there might be 50 different photos. That difference is huge and I think that’s challenging,’ she says. ‘I empathise with them.’

The demands of their academic study also jump in the lead-up to Year 11. Melbourne educator Penny Golding says the biggest jump is from Year 10 into Year 11, and that coincides with less flexibility around assignments and exams. Those who have not honed skills such as time management and referencing might find it more difficult. ‘Year 11 often is a year where girls feel lost,’ she says. Byron Dempsey, founder and host of the popular podcast Driven Young, says that sense of being lost can be seen in the choice of what to study post-school too. ‘There’s a concept of a paradox of choice,’ he says. ‘It’s kind of like when you sit down to watch a movie, and you spend hours scrolling through Netflix because there’s so many options. That’s what we have with university degrees.’ He compares the career pathways on offer now to those available when his grandfather was a similar age. ‘If I look at my granddad, he was basically going to be a builder or a carpenter. And as limiting as that is, there was beauty in the simplicity of it. And so I do think they are crippled with choice, overwhelmed, and obviously have high levels of stress because of the weight they carry with this specific number – the ATAR.’

In the pages that follow, all these issues are canvassed though the voices of our daughters. But even early on, the irony of this smorgasbord stands out. Their opportunities have never been greater. They can see them. Taste them. But that next step, from child to adult, is filtered by indecision. The legal divide between dependence and independence doesn’t translate into reality either; it is more nuanced. The adolescent brain remains beyond the legal age. Adulting, as the girls call it, begins later: financial independence, full-time work, starting their own household, coupling up, starting a family, taking on home ownership. All of that is being deferred. Mark McCrindle says, ‘Marriage, mortgage, children, and career have traditionally been those life markers that have clearly delineated the transition from young adulthood to adulthood.’ This is a generation of DownAgers, because they stay younger for longer. ‘All those markers have been kicked way down the road for this generation just because they’re in study later, the cost of living is greater and housing affordability is lower.’ The average age of giving birth is getting older and young adults are also staying with their families for longer. Mark McCrindle says that means they are, in some ways, younger than their age might suggest. Moreover, COVID-19 has stripped away certain social markers, from school graduations to 18th birthday parties to first dates and early L plates. The impact of that has impaired the growth of many young adults, who remain living at home. So while they might be on the brink of adulthood – in terms of age – they haven’t had the experience of ‘practicing adulthood’ and making decisions themselves. In large part, that’s because they haven’t needed to – at home, or at school.
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