
For teenagers our world is a very confusing 
place We learn one set of ideas, values, mor-
als in childhood and then somehow the rules 
change as we strive to become adults. Little 
girls are rewarded for physical strength, school 
achievement, intelligence, honesty. As a teen-
ager however, these qualities may hinder a 
young woman in dating relationships, in ac-
ceptability to peers, and in a sense of self-worth. 
Cultural expectations of male-favored behavior 
affect young people amid a conspiracy of silence. 
Carol Gilligan wrote in her recent book, The 
Birth of Pleasure, women and girls have an unspo-
ken agreement, �If you don�t say what you see me 

doing, I won�t say what I see you doing.� 
What they are both doing is giving in 
to the patriarchal male-entitlement de-
mands of our society. Is it any wonder 
that teenagers and young adult women 
struggle to �nd their way in an uncer-
tain and contradictory world.

The story, The Young Woman and the 
Tree Children, mirrors some of the grave 
dif�culties.  
There was a young woman, Tabrina, whose 
life was �lled with trouble and sadness. She 

thought, �Perhaps it is because I do not have a hus-
band and children. A husband and children will 
make me feel better.� 

Empowering abuse survivors through storytelling

StoriesWork

Teen age girls often have 
few defenses against dating 
violence. �Just like adult 
women, girls often believe 
they have to stay in abusive 
relationships,� says Kay Phil-
lips, StoriesWork Board 
Member and President of 

the Adolescent Pregnancy Prevention Coali-
tion of North Carolina.  

All too frequently, teen pregnancy is the end re-
sult of abusive dating relationships. For example, 
take the case of Mary M. a pregnant ninth grader. 
Her boyfriend, a high school junior, had a bad 
temper, but she claimed he loved her. He had hit 
her only a few times, and she was sure he would 
change with time. 

Phillips believes teens are getting 
too big a dose of �anything goes� from 
the media � movies and TV - and not 
enough of a message from caring adults.  
�The teen years are the time when some 
parents stop paying enough attention to 
their children. That leaves the children 
believing they don�t care. We need to 
let teens know how much adults � their 
parents and others � really care about 
them.�   On the other hand, Annie, a 
pregnant eighth grader, feels her mother cares 
and understands because her mother was also 
fourteen when Annie was born. The subject of 

Would you believe that women between the ages of 16 and 24 experience the highest  
per capita rate of intimate violence? One in �ve dating couples report abuse in their rela-

tionships. One in three high schoolers is likely to be in an abusive relationship. Rapes of young women most  
often occur in their own home or in the home of a friend or relative. Look around at the young people you know. 
What can you do to help?

LOOK AROUND!
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She went to a fortune teller who told Tabrina to 
choose one or the other. Tabrina said, �Children.�
The fortune teller instructed,�Go into the forest and 
�ll your bucket with fruit from the strongest tree, 
put the bucket in your home and go out for a walk�. 
Tabrina did as she was told.  After her walk, she 
found the house echoing with the sound of chil-
dren.  Tabrina said to herself, �Now I will be 
happy.  I have children to love and they will love 
me.  Everything will be �ne.� 
And so it was � for a while.  Then Tabrina found 
that taking care of a household every day made 
her tired and irritable.  One evening, when one 
of the children spilled grape juice all over the 
newly washed �oor, Tabrina lost her temper.  She 
shouted,� No wonder you are so careless.  You are 
nothing but a child of the tree. That applies to all 
of you. What can you expect from tree children?�  
The children became very quiet and the next day 
they were gone. 
Grief stricken, Tabrina hurried to the fortune tell-
er who could give her no more advice.  Rushing 
back to the tree, Tabrina saw her children in every 
piece of fruit, their eyes �lled with tears.

There are many things to think about. The 
story reveals the isolation, lack of adult assis-
tance, confusion over priorities, misunderstand-
ing of the world, and personal insecurities that 
can plague young people.   Missing in the story, 

and too often in life, are adults with 
insight, guidance and direction. 
Given teenage confusion and adult 
abdication, we should expect that 
Tabrina and her children would 
end up in tragedy. And of course 
they do - a mirror of many house-
holds in our current world.

What can we as adults do? There 
are no easy answers.  But we can at 
least break down the conspiracy of 
silence that Gilligan referred to and 
honestly face with our teenagers the 
perplexing decisions that life in our 
world requires of them and us.  

growing up...continued from previous page

teens, dating and sexuality has many challenging 
aspects. 

Teen age pregnancy is not just the result of 
runaway hormones, as Phillips knows too well.  
Teens often report that they engage in sex be-
cause of pressure from friends or a partner. 
According to Phillips, in today�s world, �Girls 
are as likely to initiate sex with boys as boys are 
with girls. It�s evened out.

 �However some girls are timid, shy, people 
pleasers � the little girl who will do anything to 
make everyone happy. But you also have young  
people who are lonesome and have never been 
in a true relationship.�  Another type of teen 
that is likely to end up in a coercive sexual re-
lationship is one who has lived in a family in 
which one partner is abused emotionally or 
physically by the other.  

Sexual relationships among teens, coercive 
or consensual, can create other problems. For 
example, there is a shocking rise in sexually 
transmitted diseases, many caught through 
non-intercourse types of sexual relations. A 
current emphasis on abstinence until mar-
riage may be contributing to this trend among 
young adults. Contraceptive information and 
materials, important preventive measures, are 
not always available in many communities.  
Phillips says it is vital for adults to talk to teens 
about sexually transmitted diseases.  

Phillips also believes bullying plays a role in 
abusive relationships.  Among teen 
agers as well as adults, the cultural 
mandate in favor of male privilege 
and dominance accompanied by 
female accommodation and subser-
vience leads girls and women to be 
afraid or unable to defend them-
selves and to boys and men over-
powering their partners physically 
and sexually. 

It is the fortunate teenagers 
whose parents help them sort out 
the dif�culties of growing up, �nd 
the bene�ts of teen relationships 
and avoid the pitfalls of modern 
dating situations.  
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Lenora Ucko and Lance Kozlowski 
both spoke at the James Madison 
University colloquium on dating 
violence in Harrisonburg, VA,  
on April 6, 2005. Lenora demon-
strated the use of Therapeutic 
Storytelling. Lance explored the 
many messages found in the  
StoriesWork worldwide poster 
collection about domestic violence 
and sexual assault. He made  
a similar presentation at the  
StoriesWork Annual Reception  
on May 17, 2005.

StoriesWork – people & places

At the March 22, 2005 StoriesWork train-
ing workshop, Diane Lennox (left) helps 
Krystal Jones and others in her small 
group learn to use folk tales in counsel-
ing teenagers and young adults. 

Laura Price, StoriesWork 
volunteer for accounting 
and ýnance, holds the 
award she received at the 
Volunteer Center of Durham 
Awards Luncheon for her 
contribution to StoriesWork.
Our volunteer database 
organizer Tonya Krout (not 
pictured), was honored to 
be one of the judges at 
the Volunteer Recognition 
Luncheon of the Volunteer 
Center of Durham.

Lenora Ucko gave a Keynote 
Address, “Let Me Tell You a 
Story,” at the Third Annual 
Conference of the Tennessee 
Coalition against Domestic 
and Sexual Violence in Nash-
ville, TN on May 24, 2005. 
Later that day, she held a 
mini-workshop for partici-
pants from all over the state 
of Tennessee. 




