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We don’t want to just appear powerful; we want to be powerful, 
and we want to be able to prove it.

Lateefah Simon, Executive Director, The Center for Young Women’s Development

The Collaborative Fund for Healthy Girls/Healthy
Women set out to document the power of effective
girls’ and young women’s programs in helping girls
positively change their lives and communities.  The
Collaborative Fund, a joint project of the Ms.
Foundation, our funding partners, a team of
researchers and over a dozen cutting-edge girls’ 
organizations from across the country, asked these
dynamic organizations a set of questions. Members 
of the Collaborative Fund set out to answer these 
questions together: 

■ What makes girls and young women feel safe? 
■ How can youth programs help girls stay strong and 

grow up to be healthy, powerful women engaged in 
safeguarding their own well-being as well as the 
health and vibrancy of their communities?

■ How can youth programs help girls and young 
women positively impact their own lives while also 
working for social change in their communities?

In answering these questions, we discovered and docu-
mented what it means to build and run youth programs
that are “true to girls.”  We also created through the
course of the first round of the Collaborative Fund a
network of youth organizations that prioritize the
needs and strengths of girls and young women.  This
new network is helping give birth to a new girls’ move-
ment that is transforming the fields of youth develop-

ment and youth organizing as well as the communities
in which girls live, learn, work and play.

The Ms. Foundation for Wo m e n ’s Collaborative
Fund for Healthy Girls/Healthy Women is a multi-
y e a r, highly part i c i p a t o ry project designed to re d e-
fine and strengthen the field of girls’ pro g r a m m i n g .
The Collaborative Fund is a true partnership among
re s e a rchers, a diversity of funders, and the girls,
young women and program staff of its grantee
o rganizations.  These partners are working together
to identify ways in which girls’ programming can
build upon girls’ inherent strengths, leadership and
social change abilities.

The Ms. Foundation launched the first Collaborative
Fund for Healthy Girls/Healthy Women in 1996.  In
1997, the Collaborative Fund awarded grants to girls
and young women’s organizations based on their
innovative approaches to the work of enhancing girls’
s t rengths.  Most of the programs focus on 9- to 18-
y e a r-old girls, although many retain young women to
work with program design, development, mentoring
and training.  Young women run many of the pro-
grams and several program directors were under 25 
at the time their organizations became part of the
Collaborative Fund.  A number of the Collaborative
Fund programs were start-up, experimental in nature
and otherwise seen as “risky investments” by many

I N T R O D U C T I O N
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g r a n t - making institutions. While some of the g i r l s ’
p rograms were based on re s e a rch about adolescent
development and the limited body of work on girls,
most were informed by listening to girls talk about
their lives. In all of these programs, however, the
Collaborative Fund’s donor partners recognized a
n e w, collective vision and model for girls’ and young
w o m e n ’s programming that deserved long-overd u e
investments of financial and technical re s o u rc e s .

Point of Departure
The Collaborative Fund’s 38 foundations and individual
donor partners understood that it was not enough just to
give money to girls’ organizations and hope for the best.
It was necessary to invest strategically and substantially
in program development as well as in the skills and
livelihoods of the women and girls themselves.  

The Collaborative Fund featured a part i c i p a t o ry
l e a rning and evaluation process that has advanced 
the field of girls’ and young women’s pro g r a m m i n g
by serving two key functions.  First, program staff 
and girls developed new skills and abilities with 
which they could transform their ongoing work by
being intensively involved in the design and imple-

mentation of the evaluation of their programs.  
Second, the Collaborative Fund’s part i c i p a t o ry 
evaluation process produced findings that are an
invaluable re s o u rce for the wider fields of youth
development and youth organizing as they re v i s e ,
adapt and grow their work.

This report presents the key findings from this 
participatory evaluation project and identifies vital
indicators and critical components of effective 
girls’ programs. For three years Collaborative 
Fund partners, including program staff and girls,
researchers and donor partners, interacted with 
and learned from one another about girls and girls’
work so that we could offer recommendations on 
what makes girls’ programs effective.  The
Collaborative Fund is an interactive amalgam of
intense listening and learning and trying to 
understand the world as girls see, experience 
and shape it.

Process
The Collaborative Fund built in ample opportunity 
for face-to-face interactions among its partners.  
The Fund’s Learning Team, comprising researchers,

PARTICIPATORY EVALUATION TRANSFORMS YOUTH PROGRAMS

“I want everyone to remember me as
the girl who wanted to know every-
thing and who now uses her research
skills whenever she wants to under-
stand something better.” 
Sharita Stinson, YWAT member

A central goal of the Collaborative
Fund is to validate girls and young
women as experts on their own lives
and experiences. When girls are
approached as the authors of their
own lives and trusted as the most
qualified shapers of their own pro-
grams, girls’ insights and strengths
prove boundless.

Research on girls’ programming that 
is based on part i c i p a t o ry evaluation

provides girls and the programs 
that prioritize them with the analytic
and research skills necessary to 
document their lives and the impact 
of their organizations.  It also pro-
vides a model for integrating research 
practices and findings into program
development.  

The Collaborative Fund trained two
girls from each of the programs that 
it funded to conduct research using
interviews and photojournaling.  This
group of over 25 young researchers
named itself the Young Women’s
Action Team (YWAT).  

YWAT helped develop evaluation pro-
tocol for the grantee programs and

recommended that girls receive train-
ing as peer researchers and collect
data through interviewing and written
and photographic journals to comple-
ment the overall research work of the
Collaborative Fund.  By documenting
the experiences of their peers and
recording their programs in words
and images, YWAT interviews and
p h o t o j o u rnals helped answer the
question: “How do programs positive-
ly impact girls’ lives?”

Y WAT members now report that 
they self-identify as researchers and
value and continue to utilize the 
critical thinking and analytic skills
they learned through the
Collaborative Fund. 
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young women graduate students and Ms. Foundation
staff, regularly visited each program site.

In addition, program staff and girls participated in
three national convenings and attended regional cluster
meetings to exchange ideas and knowledge and to
build their individual and organizational capacities for
participatory evaluation.  

Conducted over a one-year period, the learning 
and inquiry work was an integral part of the
Collaborative Fund.  The first phase involved thre e
months of formative design work as well as site visits
that actively engaged program staff and girls in devel-
oping re s e a rch questions and program assessment
tools.  Next, program staff, girls and young women
collected data on their programs over a six-month
period, followed by three months of data analysis by
the Collaborative Fund’s Learning Team.  In addition
to relying on program staf f’s and girls’ participatory
evaluation of their own programs, the research team
gathered data from grantee reports, interviews with
girls and program staff and annual partner m e e t i n g s .

The Collaborative Fund for Healthy Girls/Healthy
Women is premised on the belief that girls themselves
are experts on girls’ needs and gifts.  By providing
girls, young women and program staff with research
tools and skills, the Collaborative Fund set out to
prove the following core hypothesis:

Effective girl-focused programs build leadership skills,
strengthen girls’ willingness and capacity to take action
on issues that matter to them, and help them develop
into strong, healthy women and agents of social change
in their communities.

Over the course of three years, the first Collaborative
Fund provided knowledge on what constitutes an
effective youth program for girls by answering the fol-
lowing key questions:

■ How can a program create and maintain safe
space for girls within communities and within youth 
programming?

■ How do girls define leadership and how is this definition
connected to adult women, family, and culture?

■ How can programs and communities support the 
continuum of development that grows girls into 
effective agents of social change?

The Collaborative Fund also identified several overar-
ching characteristics of successful girls’ programs:

■ Girls are respected and involved in program design 
and leadership,

■ Girls’ cultures and traditions are acknowledged and 
foregrounded,

■ Girls’ families are welcomed into and involved in 
girls’ programs. 

The Collaborative Fund used several standard research
methods but also developed new evaluation tools to
collect data:  

■ Ethnographic Observation and Videography were
effectively utilized to describe the context of girls’ 
programs and how girls are involved in them. 

■ Program Assessment Tools were developed to 
measure specific research questions. These tools 
include: 
1) The Girl Driven Program Index (GDPI); 
2) The Voice, Action, Comportment and 
Opportunity Checklist (VACO); and 
3) The Intentional Storytelling Measure (ISM).

■ Girls’ Journals and Interviews and Focus Groups 
with Girls and Parents captured a wide range of 
perspectives on girls’ programs and how they affect 
girls’ lives.

■ Photojournaling and Interviewing by Girls told 
the stories of girls’ experiences in their own voices.

The Collaborative Fund’s manual on how these
research and evaluation tools can be utilized and adapt-
ed to other youth programs will form the third publi-
cation in our series. This report, describing the find-
ings from the research, is the second publication.  The
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first publication, The New Girls’ Movement: Charting the
Path, tells the story of the first Collaborative Fund in
terms of successes, challenges and lessons learned.  We
hope that the findings and the materials produced by
the first Collaborative Fund will not only strengthen
the field of girls and young women’s programming but
also offer a new, gendered approach to youth

programming as well as a replicable, empowering
model of participatory evaluation.

We hope that those of you who develop and implement
youth programs as well as those of you who fund and
o t h e rwise support youth development and youth org a n-
izing find this re p o rt useful and adaptable to your work.

NEW PROGRAM ASSESSMENT TOOLS

To measure the power and authentici-
ty of “girls’ work”–youth program-
ming that is often cutting-edge, 
“nontraditional” and reaches girls
where they are–the Collaborative
Fund created three innovative evalua -
tion tools in order to communicate the
exciting importance of this work to
others in the fields of youth develop-
ment and youth organizing:

1 The Girl Driven Program 
Index (GDPI) determines the 
degree to which the needs and 
desires of girls drive a program and
identifies the characteristics and
assumptions of various program 
models. The GDPI answers the
research question: “How do we
define, create and maintain safe
space for girls within programs 
and communities?”

2 VACO captures program staff’s
observations and participants’ self-
reports of incremental skill-building
that reflects the development of indi-
vidual and collective leadership.
VACO stands for:

■ Voice - girls’ ability to speak on 
their own behalf

■ Action - girls’ capacity to act on 
behalf of themselves and others

■ Comportment - girls’ ability to 
carry themselves with pride, dig-
nity, and respect

■ Opportunity - girls’ ability to ask 
for and access new chances and 
experiences.

VACO answers the research ques-
tion: “How do we know that our pro-
gram develops girls’ strengths and
leadership?”

3 The Intentional Storytelling
Measure (ISM) gives girls and 
young women an opportunity to 
share their knowledge about how 
to take action in difficult situations 
that confront them.  ISM asks 
program participants to respond
to six different hypothetical 
scenarios.  This measure helps 
answer the question: “What is 
the effect on girls and their communi-
ties of their involvement in social
change work?”

In addition, methodologies like 
videography and ethnography 
provided girls’ programs with “live”
ways to capture activities that do 
not translate well on paper.
They also provided a structured, 
less obtrusive way to document 
program activities.  
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O
ver the past decade,
the role of youth in
the process of democ-
racy and community-

building has moved into the fore-
front of American and internation-
al consciousness.  As we embark on
our second baby boomer presiden-
cy, the focus is shifting from,
“What are we going to do about
youth?” to “What are youth going
to do about us?”  How are adults
going to relate to and help prepare
the next generation that will run
the country and lead communities?  

For the pro g ressive movement,
diverse youth participation and
f resh leadership is critical to
a d d ress effectively intersections of
race, class and gender; enable us
to move beyond old animosities
and schisms; and get on with the
work of building and mobilizing
new constituencies. Engaging
youth in the process of thinking
about and initiating social change

takes on particular importance in
this context.

Youth development work has grad-
ually moved beyond short-term
remediative strategies that attempt
to solve young people’s problems
“for” them, toward efforts to
develop “fully prepared” young
people.  This concept refers to all
youth, not just those identified as
“at risk,” and is strength and asset-
based in its holistic approach to
offering young people services,
opportunities and support. This
approach also focuses on outcomes
that increase employability, social
and cultural competency, physical
and mental health, personal devel-
opment, cognitive development
and civic interest and involvement.
There is a realization of the
tremendous need to develop a gen-
eration of youth who are prepared
to envision, define and create a
society in which egalitarianism and
equity are the methods by which

democracy is practiced and main-
tained.  For this to happen, all
those engaged in youth develop-
ment (including youth leadership
development), youth civic engage-
ment, community development,
and organizing for social justice
must join forces to share their
expertise and create a common
base of understanding.  

Youth engagement and leadership
are key to move forward a vision
for safe, healthy and fully realized
communities. We further believe
that ensuring the full participation
of all youth demands that we apply
a gender lens to our efforts and
place gender at the center of how
we view youth development.

Gender-Sensitive Programming
To date, most conventional and
new models of youth programs
continue to use “universal” pro-
gramming, which does not distin-
guish between the needs and

As the voices of youth struggle to be heard among adults, 
the voices of girls struggle to be heard even among youth and within youth

development and youth organizing.
P. Catlin Fullwood, director of the first Collaborative Fund

EMPOWERING GIRLS
A  G E N D E R E D  A P P R O A C H  T O  Y O U T H  D E V E L O P M E N T  A N D  Y O U T H  C I V I C  E N G A G E M E N T



s t rengths of girls and boys.  To be
fully effective for girls and boys, the
design and operation of a pro g r a m
must consider gender–not in a man-
ner that re g a rds gender diff e re n c e s
as innate and unchangeable, but in a
way that explores the social con-
s t ruction of gender and invites
young women and men to challenge
gender norms, examine gender
privilege, and create a balance of
power between girls and boys.  

As we enter the twenty-first centu-
ry, girls and women have made
great progress in the United States.
But large segments of girls, across
race and class lines, continue to
struggle with issues of identity and
the trivialization of their leadership
abilities. Most of these girls are in
coeducational school systems, and
often participate in after-school or
community-based youth programs
that fail to recognize their needs
and strengths as girls.  

Programs that do turn their atten-
tion to girls most often focus on
potential problems, working with
girls ostensibly “at risk” for teen

pregnancy, sexually transmitted
disease, gang involvement and
drug abuse.  The Collaborative
Fund found that girls, particularly
those from communities of color
and low-income communities,
require more than problem pr e-
vention to claim their voice
and become community leaders.
Programs working with girls must
develop new approaches that
address girls’ needs for support and
connection, view girls as assets,
help them come to voice, and offer
space for critical thinking.  

At a time when organizations and
funders are looking for new mod-
els of youth leadership and youth
engagement, the Collaborative
Fund offers the opportunity to
reframe thinking about girls’ lead-
ership and roles in bringing about
positive social change.  The
Collaborative Fund’s re s e a rc h ,
conducted with the part i c i p a t i o n
of program staff and girls, taught
us many lessons about cre a t i n g
e ffective girl-centered pro g r a m s .
We now know that:  

■ Safe space is a bottom line issue 
in creating an environment in 
which girls can express them-
selves.  Safe space is more than a 
place without violence, and can 
include space to resolve conflict 
productively.

■ Girls’ leadership takes many 
f o rms, and relationships between
girls and older women are cru -
cial to the development of lead-
ership skills. Programs foster 
leadership in girls through many 
approaches, including celebrating
and reclaiming their cultural tra-
ditions and purpose; building 
individual competencies, skills, 
and qualities; and developing 
collective power and movement.

■ Programs support girls’ social 
change eff o rts by creating 
o p p o rtunities for girls to actively 
represent their communities, 
engaging girls in critical thinking
about issues affecting their lives, 
and framing social change as a 
continuum from community 
s e rvice to direct action.
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WHAT GIRLS NEED FROM
YOUTH PROGRAMS

WHAT IS “SOCIAL CHANGE”?

We define social
change as working to
create changes in the
attitudes, thinking and
practices of individuals
and systems. Involving
girls in social change
requires a shift in the
status quo that moves
from unquestioning
acceptance of the way
things are, to develop-

ing an understanding
and strategy to engage
communities and insti-
tutions to address injus-
tice. We believe that we
will see real social
change only when we
recognize the validity
of the full continuum of
engagement, from com-
munity service to direct
action. Examples from

the Collaborative Fund
along this social
change spectrum
include river clean-ups
that transform a neigh-
borhood, lobbying to
make a school curricu-
lum more inclusive of
students’ experiences,
and organizing to win
subsidized bus passes
for students.

■ Create safe space for girls.
■ Expand the definition of and 

ensure girls’ leadership.
■ Foster intergenerational relation-

ships between girls and women.
■ Respect girls’ cultures and 

communities.
■ Provide girls opportunities for 

community-building and social 
change work.
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This is particularly true for girls 
disadvantaged by poverty and 
other obstacles in their lives.  

Challenges to Developing Girls’
Leadership in Social Change Work
A number of factors limit the possi-
bilities of girls’ involvement in
leadership development and social
change.  To understand how to
include fully the voices and power
of all girls–including poor and dis-
enfranchised girls; lesbian, bisexual
and transgender girls; girls of color;
and immigrant girls–we must
understand the social limitations
based on gender; or gender and
race; or gender, race, class and sexual
o p p ression. Our findings demon-
strate that youth programs need to
s u p p o rt girls as they negotiate
these complex intersections and
explicitly address the multiple iden-
tities each girl carries with her.
The gendered nature of how girls
experience race, class and culture
means that we must pay part i c u l a r

attention to girls’ self image and
gender stere o t y p i n g .

Girls are vulnerable within their
communities and ambivalent about
the development of their bodies
and sexuality. Their ambivalence
results from a complex set of fac-
tors, including the demeaning rep-
resentation of women in media and
popular culture; dichotomized
sexual stereotyping of women as
willing victims and provocateurs;
and racial and sexual stereotyping
of girls as predators or victims.

Gender stereotyping that trivializes
girls’ abilities often limits their
roles as leaders within their com-
munities. Within a traditional male
paradigm of leadership (e.g., lead-
ers are defined as those who speak
frequently and authoritatively, and
dominate decision-making), girls’
needs or styles may not be valued
or recognized. Further, girls often
carry additional responsibilities of

caring for younger siblings, 
caretaking in their homes for
working or absent parents, and
serving as translators and arbiters
for their families vis-à-vis the dom-
inant culture.  These obligatory
roles for girls and young women
are expected and rarely questioned
by the larger community. Family
and community members rarely
value and develop these roles as
family leadership opportunities. 

We have found that girls’ ability to
mitigate these negative or deficit
contexts as well as their expre s s e d
d e s i re to make their enviro n m e n t s
safe through their involvement in
social change indicates girls’
re s i l i e n c y.  This involvement helps
individual girls see themselves as
p a rt of a larger group that can make
change happen and suits their
d e s i res to be a part of something big-
ger than themselves. These findings
a re further discussed in the section
of this report on social change.

GIRLS, SELF IMAGE AND SAFE SPACE

Our research shows that
girls are tremendously
ambivalent about their bod-
ies, feeling both delight in
their physical selves and
betrayal as they receive neg-
ative messages and attention
from the media and society.
Collaborative Fund pro-
grams provide a context for
girls to analyze how the
media and other forces con-

dition them to hate and fear
their bodies.  Programs also
encourage and support posi-
tive, reaff i rming messages
and appreciation of girls’
unique physical and emo-
tional identities. 

Girls and young women’s
body shapes, sizes and
maturity vary widely in
their teen years.  In several

programs, girls explicitly
explore this topic, in par-
t i c u l a r, the political dimen-
sions of how body size is
used to divide women.
To g e t h e r, girls reflect on
their sensitivity and comfort
or discomfort with their
developing bodies.  The
way they reach out for and
lean against each other in
repose declares their aff e c-

tion for one another, and
their grace and easy 
physicality is evidence of
their resistance to negative
messages.  This closeness
is one of the characteristics
of safe space–a place
where girls are able to 
create a profound sense 
of intimacy that may not
exist in other places in
their lives.



T
he Collaborative Fund’s
p a rt i c i p a t o ry evaluation
p rocess found that eff e c-
tive girls’ programs oper-

ate within four diff e rent sphere s
of influence: individual, social net-
work, community and institution-
al.  To date, most programs for
girls focus at the individual part i c-
ipant level.  However, at each of
these four levels, girls can acquire
skills that make them more confi-
dent, assured and better posi-
tioned in their worlds.  At each
level, effective program strategies
a re facilitated, or frustrated, by
the very real boundaries that exist
in girls’ lives.  It is important that
p rograms for girls and young
women address these spheres of
influence in designing model 
p rograms that work best for girls
and young women.  

The Collaborative Fund support s
p rograms that take a positive
a p p roach to girls, are committed
to involving girls in real and

meaningful ways in the design and
d i rection of the programs and pay
close attention to the roles that
c u l t u re, family and community
plays in the lives of the girls who
p a rticipate in the programs.  
The 12 girls’ programs supported 
by the first round of the
Collaborative Fund function as
social systems in which girls
develop skills, learn about them-
selves, form relationships, and
engage in critical thinking and
analysis.  The programs focus on
the development of girl’s knowl-
edge, understanding and compe-
tencies in ways that are connected
to and illustrative of girls’ lives
and communities.  Because these
p rograms are embedded in the
c u l t u res and values of girls’ com-
munities, there is a direct associa-
tion between an increase in girls’
leadership skills within the pro-
gram stru c t u re and girls learn i n g
to be leaders in their communi-
ties.  Our findings demonstrate
that involving girls in pro g r a m

design and leadership, re c l a i m i n g
their cultures and traditions, and
facilitating family involvement in
p rograms are key indicators of
e ffective girls’ pro g r a m s .
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I feel very secure and I think it’s because we’re all girls.  
We all have to deal with the same type of things throughout our 

lives and day to day.
Young woman participant, Asian and Pacific Islanders for Reproductive Health

KEY INDICATORS FOR EFFECTIVE
GIRLS’ PROGRAMMING

SPHERES OF INFLUENCE

■ At the individual level, strategies
focus on increasing girls’ knowl-
edge and skills, self-esteem and
self-confidence.

■ At the social network level,
strategies aim to create stronger
relationships among girls, their
families and friends as well as
women in the programs and in 
the community.

■ At the community level, girls’ 
programs focus on creating new
and broader opportunities for 
girls and challenging values and
belief systems that create negative
experiences for girls.

■ At the institutional level, strate-
gies focus on social change activi-
ties that impact institutional and
systemic practices and norms that 
affect girls and communities.



From Rhetoric to Reality: Involving
Girls in Program Design and
Leadership
Effective girl-focused programs are
characterized by girls’ involvement
in most aspects of program design
and implementation.  This ranges
from planning activities and events
to budgeting and strategic plan-
ning to serving as members of
Boards of Directors.  The process
of involving girls must, however,
be embedded in the design and
philosophy of the program itself so
that all girls who enter the pro-
gram are encouraged and support-
ed to take on leadership roles.
This process of engagement is
conscious and uses multiple strate-
gies–it is not something that just
happens because staff say or decide
it is important to involve girls.  

Program design and leadership
takes many forms, as documented
by the Girl Driven Program Index
(GDPI).  The Collaborative Fund’s
Learning Team, including girls and
program staff, designed the GDPI
as a new program assessment tool
to identify the elements of girl-
driven programs and to assist in

the evaluation of such programs.
The GDPI has two checklists, one
for staff and one for girls.  The
staff-administered checklist meas-
ures: girls’ involvement in program
activities, program content, learn-
ing and teaching methods, the
ways in which the program func-
tions in terms of confidences and
conflicts with and among girls, and
the assumptions upon which the
program is based.  The checklist
used by girls documents from their
perspectives the ways girls are
involved in programs, the issues
that girls do and do not confide in
staff, and the ways in which con-
flict is addressed in the programs.

Girls gain voice and authority in
their programs in multiple ways,
including program development
and implementation; conducting
i n t e rnal and external trainings;
sitting on boards; and advocating
for their programs in the wider
community or school in which it
is located.  New opportunities for
girls’ leadership also arose fro m
their participation in the
Collaborative Fund, including
their active participation in site 

visits and as researchers in assess -
ing program activities and social
change in their communities.  

Through the process of participa-
tory evaluation, we discovered that
girls often consider themselves 
formal advisors to their programs
even when there is no off i c i a l
structure for their involvement.  In
the eyes of girls, they are in
charge. While staff may feel that
girls are as involved as possible in
programs, girls often see many
more opportunities for volunteer
or paid staff work, and feel that
they can participate further in
activities such as strategic planning
and fundraising.  Both staff and
girls agree that it is important to
hear from girls and incorporate
their agendas and issues into pro-
gram design and implementation. 

Girl-focused programs perpetuate
a positive self-fulfilling prophecy:
As women believe in girls and cre-
ate structures for their support and
development, girls prosper and
thrive.  As girls are perceived as
stakeholders within these programs
and as active agents in their own
lives, they grow into full strength
and quickly exceed adults’ expecta-
tions of them.

Reclaiming Cultures and Traditions
Effective girl-focused programs
help girls’ reclaim their cultural
traditions and develop girls’ cultur-
al and community identity. They
p rovide girls with a greater sense o f
who they are and a sense of pur-
pose by making connections to
their families and traditions.

9

SAMPLE GDPI QUESTION - INDEX FOR GIRLS AND YOUNG WOMEN

Check as many as are true for you.  In this program, I’ve learned about 
differences among girls (like race, ethnicity, class, religion) because:

We explore different cultural traditions ❐

We meet different racial and ethnic groups of girls ❐

I get to spend time with girls who are different from me ❐

I’ve learned to be more tolerant of others ❐

We all work on issues together ❐

We talk about our differences ❐

We understand how society works to divide women ❐
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E ffective programs build girls’ con-
fidence and sense of connection,
enabling them to extend safe space
into their communities and incor-
porate cultural values into their
development of leadership skills. 

Reclaiming tradition is a positive
force for girls and a way to create a
constructive context for girls’
health.  Cultural connections also
help forge support systems for girls
in their families and communities,
providing them with skills and lan-
guage to “walk in multiple worlds.”
Cultural institutions can also build
girls’ leadership by helping them
negotiate the tensions that can
arise between their work in the
programs and traditional norms
and roles that may discourage girls’
agency.  Strong programs encour-
age girls’ critical thinking skills and
help them challenge the status quo
but also embrace the supportive
elements of their cultures.

In girl-focused programs, girls
learn about culture and tradition in
ways that are real to them, rather
than as theoretical constructs or
rhetorical generalizations that lack
relevance for their lives.  Areas of
inquiry include:  

■ The effects of racism and 
prejudice against different 
ethnic communities 

At Asian Pacific Islanders for
Reproductive Health, girls in the
HOPE program develop a power
analysis that frames racism and gen-
der oppression as robbing people of
their power.  First-generation

Cambodian girls in the program learn
about reproductive health choices and
advocate on their own behalf–regain-
ing their power–in the American
health care system.

■ The impact of society and media 
on body image

At Sisters in Action for Power girls
have movie nights, showing movies that
often feature the latest popular movie
about African American people. The
girls analyze the ways that their culture
and women and girls are portrayed and
discuss how this affects the way they
view themselves and one another.

■ Sexism and violence against 
women and girls

The Center for Anti-Violence
Education provides girls with physical
and verbal skills to defend themselves.
Through this work, girls receive a
very clear message about their worth
as human beings who deserve to be
safe in their homes and communities.

■ Wo m e n ’s history and the history 
of movements for social justice 
for their people

The girls in the Mi Carerra program
at the Mi Casa Resource Center for
Women meet with women from the
community to discuss how Latinos and
women are portrayed in popular cul-
ture and how that affects the way they
as Latinas see themselves in relation to
their cultural heritage.  When girls
learn about their real history, they are
proud of who they are and what their
culture has contributed to the history
of the world.

Through activities that explicitly
address the intersections of race,
class and gender, girls develop new
frameworks for understanding the
world around them and ways they
can challenge and change norms
that limit their potential. By using
cultural activities to engage girls,
programs also build strong com-
munity among girls. Group cohe-
sion also reflects the extent to
which girls’ programs make con-
nections to their cultures and com-
munities. Other findings regarding
culture and community include:

■ Programs embedded in homoge-
neous immigrant communities 
tend to reflect that homogeneity 
in girls. First generation girls are
closely tied to their families and 
their communities.  They play a 
critical role in translating the 
new language and environment 
for their parents, and are often 
the first line of assimilation into 
the dominant culture.  While 
they remain deeply rooted in the 
old, they are torn by their desire
to fit into the new.

■ P rograms with girls from diff e re n t
cultural and racial backgrounds 
face other challenges.  In this 
case, much of the girl-to-girl 
relationship building focuses on 
learning about and respecting 
each other’s cultural differences 
and addressing and resolving 
conflicts that keep girls from the 
potential comfort and strength of 
their connection with one another.

■ Girls in programs embedded in 
indigenous and rural communities
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and other communities beset with 
economic, political and social p ro b -
lems also feel a strong connection to
their communities. They do not 
necessarily see themselves leaving,
but changing the way things are 
by working from the inside.

■ Economics and class issues have 
a tremendous impact on girls. 
Class disparities also have a 
direct impact on parents’ ability 
to participate in girls’ lives.  
Girl-focused programs can allow 
girls to grow beyond these 
challenges and for families and 
communities to develop expanded
expectations of girls.

■ Culture can be a determining 
factor in what parents can accept 
about program activities, even 
though the cultural context of 
girls’ lives is a primary focus of 
many programs. Girl-empower-
ing programs often contain ele-
ments that some parents may 
think undermines their culture 
and authority. Therefore, girls 
and/or program staff sometimes 
choose to keep information f rom 
p a rents. These issues cre a t e a
dynamic tension within programs
and between programs and par-
ents.  Girls may also feel torn
between their cultures and their 
program and this may become 
a focus of discussion and resolu-
tion within the program.

Facilitating Family Involvement 
in Programs
Effective girl-focused programs
help girls negotiate their multiple
roles, cultures and contexts.

Programs frequently serve as a
safe place to mediate family trau-
mas or dramas. Girls express a real
desire for closeness with women
(mothers, aunts, grandmothers)
and believe in the importance of
men in their families. Their pro-
grams often support and celebrate
girls’ responsibilities to their
families and cultures in ways that
allow girls to be honored by their
parents and families. 

Girl-driven programs stru g g l e
with parental involvement and
p a rental support for girls’ part i c i-
pation.  While involving pare n t s
and other adults in girls’ issues is
c rucial, the girl-driven nature of
the programs can, at times, make
it difficult to encourage pare n t s
( p a rticularly mothers) to part i c i-
pate in program activities. In
addition, the involvement of par-
ents is not neutral and can place
the girls in new and complicated
relationships with their families
and with the programs.  Yo u n g
women re p o rt dual commitments
to program and family, and their
loyalties are often in direct con-
flict with programs pro v i d i n g
knowledge (e.g., re p ro d u c t i v e
health, sexuality) and pro m o t i n g
principles (e.g., independence,
s e l f - d e t e rmination) that are either
discouraged or forbidden within
the family setting.  

P rograms and the girls in them
engage families in multiple ways.
While girls usually want to work
out problems initially with their
peers, they also rely on family
members (both in and out of their

p rograms) and other authority
f i g u res as a second line of
defense.  For example, the
Collaborative Fund’s Intentional
S t o rytelling Measure (ISM),
which measures social change
work, presents a situational
vignette about dating violence
in which one girl in group of
friends is being battered by her
boyfriend.  When asked how they
would respond, girls said that 
ideally they would like to help
their friend themselves, but that
they would rely on parents and
the authorities for help. 

Programs have the difficult task 
of advocating for girls’ empower-
ment, while also securing the trust
and commitment of girls’ families
(often to ensure girls’ availability to
participate) and honoring the loy-
alty girls feel to their cultural her-
itage.  Some key Collaborative
Fund findings include:

■ The tension between girls’ 
conflicting desires for independence
yet support from their parents 
c reates an org a n i z a t i o n a l
ambivalence with which all
p rograms s t ruggle.  Balancing 
girls’ need for confidence with 
p a rents’ need to know how their
child is doing is an issue that all 
of the programs take seriously.

■ Girls need the support and 
approval of their parents in order
to develop fully their leadership 
capabilities. Parental involvement
in programs is often problematic,
both because of stressors on 
families and because girls need 
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their own space. Parents and 
extended families should have 
opportunities to acknowledge and 
celebrate, in formal and informal 
ways, their daughters’ work.

■ Girls use their involvement with 
the programs both to gain 
a p p roval and to distance themselves
from their families.

■ Girls are often pulled in a number
of directions–by school, family,
culture–and may feel compelled 
to meet expectations that are

antithetical to the empowerm e n t -
based behaviors encouraged by 
their programs.  

Many of the girls live in a negative
e n v i ronment outside of their pro -
grams.  They contend with tre m e n-
dous amounts of girl-on-girl conflict,
a sense of vulnerability in their c o m-
munities, and tensions within their
families.  Girl-focused pro g r a m s
help them negotiate the process of
maturation and facilitate their con-
nection with family members as
they develop leadership skills.

The Collaborative Fund’s re s e a rc h
found that involving girls in pro g r a m
leadership, valuing their cultures 
and traditions and involving 
p a rents in the girls’ programs are 
key indicators of effective pro g r a m-
ming for girls and young women.
We also found that these indicators
g reatly complement what we discov-
e red to be the critical components 
of effective girls’ and young 
w o m e n ’s pro g r a m s – c reating safe
space, developing leadership skills
and qualities and fostering social 
change opport unities. 



T
he Collaborative Fund
identified three funda-
mental characteristics of
e ffective girls’ pro g r a m s :

they provide a safe and support i v e
p rogram environment, they devel-
op girls’ leadership skills and qual-
ities, and they provide girls with
meaningful opport u n i t i e s
to engage in social change work.
T h rough part i c i p a t o ry evaluation,
p rogram observation and inter-
views, the Collaborative Fund
identified how programs distill
these concepts into their day-to-
day operations, and the impor-
tance of each component in foster-
ing girls’ development into
engaged, healthy adults.

CREATING SAFE SPACE
Safe space is not just a room or a
place where girls can meet and talk
with each other and it is more than
just a space safe from violence.
Safe space allows girls to resolve
their conflicts productively and
take on new roles in terms of their
friendships with other girls as well
as with the institutions and com-
munities with which they interact.

Girls frequently said that they feel
safe in programs because of their
positive relationships with other
girls. Girls also share confidences
and feel connected to each other.
Staff also contribute to girls’ sense
of safety by listening to them and
demonstrating real concern about
their lives.

We use the term “safe space” to
describe a certain set of personal
and programmatic relationships,
activities and interactions.  The
programs, while unique in design,
all share a commitment and ability
to create safe space for girls and
young women.  Our participatory
evaluation findings underscore that
this quality is an essential element
of effective girls’ programs. Safe
space is girl-affirming and encour-
ages girls’ strong, healthy develop-
ment.  Safe space also fosters posi-
tive relationships among girls,
young women and adult women
and creates an environment of fun
and joy. Programs create safe space
also by providing girls with the
option of keeping their secrets–no
one demands disclosure and girls
are free to make their own choices.

In safe space, staff and girls assess
their needs together and staff
respond to girls’ needs with re s p e c t
and understanding. Staff and girls
jointly develop programs based on
what they learn together. It is fro m
this place of security that girls begin
to re-envision themselves and
engage their families, institutions
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CRITICAL COMPONENTS OF
EFFECTIVE GIRLS PROGRAMMING

S A F E  S P A C E ,  L E A D E R S H I P  A N D  S O C I A L  C H A N G E

CREATING SAFE SPACE IS 
A “BOTTOM LINE” ISSUE

Safe space is perhaps the most
crucial element of positive girls’
p r o g r a m m i n g . The participatory
evaluation shows that safe space
happens when girls:

■ Have opportunities to participate
in program leadership;

■ Develop and nurture positive
relationships with other girls;

■ Learn about and respect each 
others’ cultural differences;

■ Develop trusting relationships 
with staff;

■ Feel that programs value the
importance of fun and joy in 
their lives;

■ Le a rn skills that apply to their lives.



and communities in new and trans-
f o rming ways.  Key elements of
how this safe space is created and
how it impacts on girls’ lives follow.

Safe Space Enables Positive
Relationships Among Girls and
Young Women
Girls have a complex set of 
relationships with other girls and
young women ranging fro m
e x t reme interdependence to
e x t reme conflict. Girls’ joy in being
with each other is often tenuous, or
has to be continually maintained,
because the larger context of school
and culture pits girls against each
o t h e r.  Girls are constantly pulled
into mistrust of one another and
fear of betrayal. Girls struggle not
to feel the pain of this disconnec-
tion, as evidenced by phrases such
as,  “I don’t care,” and “It doesn’t
bother me,” that echo in their con-
versations. However our findings
indicate that these attitudes as well
as girls’ capacity to be aggre s s i v e
with and challenge one another
mask a deep concern with and
d e s i re to overcome girl-on-girl
conflict.  This emerged re p e a t e d l y
as an issue for girls in the pro g r a m s .

Instead of attempting to re s o l v e
conflict by demanding cert a i n
behavior of girls, program staff con-
sciously engage girls in addre s s i n g
and analyzing girl-on-girl conflict.
Safe space allows girls to addre s s
the social and political roots of
interpersonal conflicts and develop
new models to understand re l a t i o n-
ships.  Programs also give girls the
space to risk being vulnerable and
honest in relationships with each

other and with adult women.  This
re q u i res a high level of trust among
the girls and among the girls and
s t a ff.  Staff build this trust by devel-
oping a sense of shared re s p o n s i b i l i-
ty for the programs and engaging
girls as serious partners.  By taking
the risk to ask girls what they want
and motivating them to initiate
ideas, program staff create a situa-
tion in which they and the girls are
mutually accountable.  Other find-
ings and observations include:

E x t e rnal Conflicts
■ Many young women talk about 

different areas of conflict, such as
feeling disconnected from family 
networks, girl-on-girl conflict 
and school rivalries, and about 
the positive role that being part
of a group plays in helping them 
negotiate conflict.

A c c o u n t a b i l i t y
■ Girls holding each other 

accountable to their shared goals,
and staff insisting that girls 
execute their plans, are key to
the success of positive girls’ 
p rograms.  Through accountability,
girls develop a sense of responsi-
bility to one another, giving 
them the space to focus on 
school, family and community.

■ Girls feel safe because the system
of accountability within their 
programs will not allow fights, 
conflicts or any form of violence 
among them to go unchecked.

Conflict Resolution
■ Girls want and need strong, 

positive relationships with other

girls and tools with which to 
negotiate the socially constru c t -
ed pre s s u res that turn them 
against one another.  They ask 
f o r skills to forge relationships 
that allow them to grow 
individually and collectively.

■ Girls are very motivated to 
protect one another and strongly
believe in their ability to do so.  
They are resourceful in problem-
solving and managing conflict in 
one another’s lives. 

■ Collaborative Fund findings 
reveal different perspectives 
among staff and girls about how 
to handle conflict in the 
programs.  For example, staf f
believe that they can deal with 
conflict on a case-by-case basis 
using policies to guide their
decisions.  Girls see conflict 
policies as unequivocal state-
ments of how things are sup-
posed to be.  This points to the 
difficulty of addressing girl-on-
girl conflict.  While both staff
and girls acknowledge that their 
programs have policies and 
processes for handling conflict, 
they differ in their articulation 
of what those policies and 
processes are. 

■ Staff and girls agree that team 
building and discussion groups 
help girls come to know and 
trust each other. Girls feel that 
programs help them analyze why
girls fight and who benefits from
them being against each other,
while also teaching them to 
control their anger and to treat 
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each other with respect.  This 
analysis promotes the under-
standing that being able to work
together is more important than 
the differences that divide girls.

Safe Space Facilitates and
Enhances Intergenerational
Relationships  
Our findings show that the most
important partnerships for girls
were with women in the program
and in the community.  Girls need
and want mentoring relationships
with older girls and women that
offer them accessible role models
to emulate and learn from.  Safe
space created within the program
allows girls to engage and develop
positive, intergenerational relation-
ships with program staff and
with family members.

Girls and Staff
Girls say that their connection to
women is the most important ele-
ment in creating and sustaining
safe space.  They highly value
someone who will listen and hold
their confidences, and someone
who will always be there when they
seek help. 

Findings from the part i c i p a t o ry
evaluation indicate that confiden-
tiality between staff and part i c i p a n t s
is extremely important. While girls
discuss with program staff issues
f rom school to sexuality, they still
keep a majority of their confidences
to themselves.  This demonstrates
that safe space and trust do not
re q u i re full disclosure.  Rather girls
know they can confide in staff
without pressure to reveal or dis-

cuss more than they are comfort-
able sharing.  Positive programs
encourage girls to share their expe-
riences and respect their secrets. 

Girls, Mothers and Mentors
Intergenerational relationships are
key in nurturing girls’ leadership
and activism and for developing
girls as community assets. The dif-
ficulties involved in creating durable
mentoring relationships, and the
ways girls and their mothers stru g-
gle to connect and separate, com-
pelled us to reflect on the impor-
tance and complexity of these re l a-
tionships.  Findings include:

■ Though difficult to maintain, 
intergenerational relationships 
a re determining factors in cre a t i n g
safe space for girls within
p rograms and within communities.

■ Intergenerational relationships 
play an important role in 
developing girls’ ability to 
respond to gender and race
oppression in ways that are
c o n s t ructive and lead to
social change.

■ Girls’ relationships with 
adult women positively affect 
the challenges of acculturation 
and assimilation.

At Native Action, girls are encouraged
to forge relationships with elders.  In
exchange for running errands and
providing help with meals, the elders
tell girls stories about the Northern
Cheyenne people and the power of
their culture.  This history, provided
in the safe context of program, adult

mentors and community, gives 
girls pride in their culture and fuels
their desires to build better lives 
for their people.

Safe Space Is Filled with 
Fun and Joy
“In my program, people try to make
sure that we have a good time.
Having fun with other girls is an
important part of my program
because it makes me feel safe.  In my
program, we play games to build trust.
They are a really important way to
begin to trust staff and other girls.”
Teresa Sadler,
young woman participant, 
Girls’ Resiliency Program

Many youth programs use 
e n t e rtainment and fun activities 
to attract and retain part i c i p a n t s .
Such activities may be seen, 
at times, as auxiliary to the main 
p rogram.  The Collaborative
Fund findings, however, under-
s c o re that fun and joy are 
c rucial program elements for
girls, facilitating their re s i l i e n c e
in an often hostile world and
helping them celebrate their
hopes, dreams and the power 
of their “g i r l n e s s . ”

GIRLS SEE THEMSELVES IN
POSITIVE TERMS

Girls value and characterize them-
selves in positive terms and are 
most confident at ages 12 and 18.
At these ages, girls demonstrate
the highest self-reported and staff -
o b s e rved leadership qualities, and
score highest for empathy and
having a sense of responsibility to
resolve their problems.



This sense of joy pervades the
work of programs, especially their
work to help each girl recognize
her own worth.  Girls and staff
are able to analyze the negative
societal messages that girls receive
in a safe space that allows them to
make mistakes, to see the humor in
difficult situations and to learn
f rom each other.  As a result, girls
consciously resist oppression by
refusing to become victims and re v e l
in their power to name and critique
the negative forces in their lives.

DEVELOPING LEADERSHIP 
SKILLS AND QUALITIES
Leadership in Collaborative Fund
programs has many faces, and 
girls demonstrate their leadership
skills in several ways: in their
interactions in the program; in
their relationships with their families
and elders in the community; in
their demonstrations and protests
in public settings; and through the
courage and joy they bring to the
business of living.   

Girls describe themselves as 
p o w e rful and positive, and assume
leadership roles in programs that
s u p p o rt their involvement.  They
p o rtray themselves as driving an
agenda that they have determined in
collaboration with adult women–
with the women running to keep up
with them.  Girls also describe their
family support as a primary factor in
their leadership d e v e l o p m e n t .

Elements of Girls’ Leadership
To understand how girls develop
and demonstrate leadership quali-

ties, the Collaborative Fund’s
Learning Team worked with girls
and program staff to identify the
primary indicators of girls’ leader -
ship.  We found four major ele-
ments: voice, action, comportment
and opportunity (VACO).

Vo i c e is the most fundamental
leadership skill developed by girls
in programs.  Girls demonstrate
voice most frequently by putting
forward ideas and suggestions,
expressing feelings verbally, active-
ly participating in group discus-
sions and using new vocabulary.
Participants’ use of voice within
program activities increases with
time spent in the program.

A c t i o n is an illustration of leader-
ship and refers to girls’ ability to
use their voices to act on behalf of
others.  Girls take action by giving
another girl positive feedback and
caring for others.  Over time, par-
ticipants also demonstrate action
by suggesting changes in program
activities, organizing others to
engage in activities and encourag-
ing and supporting another girl to
do something difficult.  Activism in
girls is characterized by the devel-

opment of critical analysis skills,
creating organizing and advocacy
opportunities and developing reci-
procity and accountability among
girls and staff.

C o m p o rt m e n t is girls’ ability to
carry themselves with pride,
respect and dignity–and to offer
the same respect to others.
Comportment differs from voice
and action in that it relies on visual
rather than verbal behaviors. Girls
display comportment by paying
attention to facilitators, showing
respect for other girls and listening
to peers in the group.  Over time,
participants also demonstrate com-
portment by looking at others
directly, dressing and presenting
themselves with pride, standing
straight or attentively and possess-
ing greater body image confidence. 

O p p o rt u n i t y refers to girls’ ability
to ask for and take advantage of
new chances and experiences.
Girls illustrate opportunity by
following through on responsibili-
ties and volunteering to do 
something new or challenging.
Over time, girls also demonstrate
opportunity by asking for more
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SAMPLE VACO QUESTIONS–OPPORTUNITY CHECKLIST FOR STAFF

Have Girls:
❐ Asked to have more responsibility?

❐ Volunteered to do something that is new or challenging?

❐ Suggested ways to find more resources?

❐ Asked about going on a trip or being involved in a special program activity?

❐ Showed independence in taking on something new?

❐ Followed through on responsibility?

❐ Other:



responsibility, showing initiative,
leading the group when staff is
away, videotaping activities and
reaching out to guests.

Girls and program staff measure d
these attributes at three interv a l s
during a six-month period using the
VACO assessment tool. Initially,
girls rated themselves high in all
four areas. During the second and
t h i rd ratings, however, the score s
often went down, positively indicat-
ing that the girls appeared to
become more reflective and self-
critical.  Providing a positive frame-
work for reflection and art i c u l a t i n g
the qualities of leadership is integral
to girls’ development.  Pro g r a m
s t a ff re p o rt that having this tool is
v e ry useful in reflecting on how girls
change as a result of their pro g r a m .

A Gendered Analysis of
Leadership
Girls and young women in the
Collaborative Fund programs are
always encouraged to develop their
leadership qualities and skills–but
first they must define what leader-
ship means for them. Girls defined
leadership as:

■ Being powerful, strong 
and passionate;

■ Speaking up for yourself, while 
taking care of and advocating for
those who can’t;

■ Listening to others and having 
respect, both for self and others;

■ Being honest, trustworthy, com-
passionate and responsible;

■ Knowing when you should not 
follow someone, and being able 
to detect insincerity;

■ Being able to be wrong or not 
know everything, and having 
humility and flexibility; 

■ Communicating effectively and 
motivating people;

■ Possessing organizing and 
management skills (both internal 
and external to group);

■ Being willing to take risks; 
■ Serving as a role model.

In girls’ definitions of leadership, 
we discover the diversity of their
leadership styles.  Girls and pro g r a m
s t a ff know that leadership is about
much more than the traditional
model of being first, strongest and
most vocal.  Rather, girls and pro-
gram staff present a gendered analy-
sis of leadership–not as taking charg e ,
but as a fluid process with ups and
downs.  Through visits with pro-
grams and national convenings
with girls and staff, we identified
six types of leadership:

■ Cascading leadership occurs 
when women or older girls act 
as a supporter and role model 
for younger girls, and the 
younger girls do the same for 
even younger girls.

■ Collective leadership s t resses the 
power of the group to effect change.

■ S u rvival leadership is built on 
skills that enable girls to negotiate
adversity and survive negative 
societal conditions. These skills 
a re translated into girls’
involvement in building strong 
organizations and new lives. 

■ Roving leadership is based on the
belief that leadership is grasped 
intermittently and leaders 
emerge for a specified situation 
or period of time. 

■ Cultural leadership utilizes re c l a i m e d
cultural values and customs to 
provide a context through which 
girls negotiate the world. 

■ Organic leadership e m e rges f rom a
g i r l ’s natural life experience. It is 
often cultivated through the gro u p
members’ need for one another.

Evaluation findings indicate that
multiple forms of leadership are
p resent in any given group.  This
is why effective programs cre a t e
an environment that fosters and
encourages multiple forms of
girls’ part i c i p a t i o n.

Program Leadership 
Development Typologies
Developing and supporting a
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LEADERSHIP IN GIRLS IS FOSTERED BY:

■ P a rticipating in program 
d e v e l o p m e n t , organizational 
development and governance; 

■ Applying skills learned in 
the program in community and 
institutional settings;

■ Speaking out against injustice,
engaging in critical thinking, 
developing creative solutions and 
problem solving;

■ Mentoring and peer recruitment 
and development.
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diversity of leadership styles and
a p p roaches is another critical com-
ponent of girl-driven programs. The
12 Collaborative Fund pro g r a m s
consciously develop girls’ leadership
and support girls as leaders in their
schools, families and communities.
The evaluation re s e a rch identified
d i ff e rent program approaches to
s u p p o rt leadership, all of which are
embedded within and driven by the
cultural context of girls’ lives.  While
some programs identified stro n g l y
with a single approach, most pro-
grams shared elements across the
t h ree appro a c h e s .

■ Leadership through Voice and 
Culture: This approach focuses 
on building girls’ ability to use 
their voices in celebrating and 
re c l a i m i n g their role as women 
and as members of a c u l t u re with 
tradition and purpose. Girls learn
about themselves and their com-
munities in relation to the domi-
nant culture and about the 
importance of their positive 
contribution to their communities.

Native Action in Lame Deer,
Montana, goes back to cultural roots to
reclaim the leadership traditions of
women tribal leaders.  The girls and
young women are motivated by the
many role models they have in their
own culture and community. The
impact of this work was celebrated
recently as Geri Small, former dire c t o r
of the girls’ program, was elected leader
of her Nort h e rn Cheyenne tribe. She is
the first woman to hold this position.

■ Leadership through Social Change:
This strategy for leadership 

development focuses on the 
collective power and movement 
of the group.  Girls learn how to 
build community through pro g r a m
and organizational development 
and by taking direct action to 
achieve community change.

The young women from the Laotian
O rganizing Project at the Asian P a c i f i c
E n v i ronmental Network (APEN) work
on direct action campaigns that take
them through a step-by-step process of
identifying and prioritizing problems
impacting their community, and plan-
ning and implementing strategies for
p ro a c t i v einstitutional solutions.  They
participated in a community campaign
led by the West County Toxics Coalition
and Communities for a Better
Environment to shut down a local
Chevron incinerator.  They have
gained a strong reputation within
their schools and community as an
organized force fighting for environ-
mental and social justice.

■ Leadership through Traditional 
A c h i e v e m e n t : This approach 
fosters leadership development 
by building individual girls’
competencies, skills and qualities 
so they can advance in the world.
Girls learn how to negotiate with
institutions (e.g., the education
system) to ensure their own 
success and to contribute to their
family and community.

Research for Action is a non-profit
o rganization engaged in educational
re f o rm and re s e a rch.  Their pro g r a m ,
Sisters Together in Action Research
(STAR), provides the context for girls
to have strong relationships with the

school system, by focusing on enhancing
grades, literacy skills and other cogni-
tive and analytical skills. These rela-
tionships enabled the girls to organize
to change the reading curriculum in
their schools to better reflect their own
lives and communities.

Many programs combine elements
of the three leadership development
typologies.  Their activities impro v e
communication skills, off e r girls
opportunities outside their pro-
grams and communities, and teach
group dynamics.  They also devel-
op girls’ ability to stand up for
themselves and others, avoid vio-
lence, speak powerfully, train oth-
ers and facilitate meetings, plan
their own program activities, con-
duct research, and participate in
meetings with adults. 

The Center for Young Wo m e n ’s
Development is a grassroots org a n i z a-
tion run by young women of color
f rom low-income communities. Yo u n g
women involved in San Francisco
s t reet economies are h i red to design and
implement pro g r a m sthat train part i c i-
pants to leave the juvenile justice sys-
tem, and learn the life and job skills
n e c e s s a ry to secure legal employment.
These young women are isolated fro m
their families, marginalized by systemso f
education, and excluded from main-
s t ream employment. Through the pro-
gram, they move from being victims of
their circumstances to being powerf u l ,
employed citizens.

The Girls’ Resiliency Program 
works with teen women in rural
Appalachia to identify their 
own strengths, become active 



decision-makers in their own lives, and
advocate for social change.  Girls and
young women participate in the pro-
gram at every level, from activities that
help them rediscover their voices, to
outings designed to develop their re l a-
tionships with other girls and women,
to serving on the Board of Dire c t o r s .

Mi Casa Resource Center for Women
provides quality employment and edu-
cation programs that promote self-
sufficiency for Latino women and
youth from low-income communities.
The Mi Carrera program works with
girls to assist them in the development
of their minds, bodies and spirits and
to build upon their individual
strengths within the context of their
Latino culture and history.

Collaborative Fund programs 
realize that there is a powerful
interaction between developing
girls’ personal leadership growth
and encouraging them to be active
change agents in the institutions
and communities that shape their
day-to-day lives.  Programs play an
integral role in providing a safe
space for girls and young women
to thrive and opportunities for
leadership development and

growth so that institutions and
communities can best benefit from
the social activism of girls and
young women.  By fostering and
preserving the safe space girls need
to become leaders and connecting
this to the complex process of
social change, these programs
have developed a new way of
thinking about the relationship
between girls and community.

FOSTERING SOCIAL CHANGE
We define social change as work-
ing to create changes in attitudes
and thinking that result in changes
in the behaviors and practices
of individuals and systems.  Social
change re q u i res a shift in the sta-
tus quo, eliminating the unques-
tioning acceptance of the way
things are, leading to an under-
standing of how to make positive
social change happen. Often, girls
a re expected to accept rules in
school that may not make sense,
a re not relevant to them, or that
exclude them from part i c u l a r
activities because they are girls.  In
a social change model, girls do not
have to accept this inequality.
R a t h e r, they have the support base

and skills necessary to analyze the
situation, form alliances, make a
case and attempt to change the
rules. This type of change re q u i re s
an investment in the leadership
and advancement of those aff e c t e d
by inequities and a commitment to
making things better in the con-
text of the greater good.  Ta k i n g
responsibility for injustice re q u i re s
critical thinking skills, the willing-
ness to take risks and the ability to
t u rn outrage into social conscious-
ness and action.  

Girls respond to personal injustice
and societal injustice in emotional
ways–at times through anger
( t u rned inward or against those
closest to them), discouragement
or alienation. Girl-driven pro-
grams provide an opportunity and
framework for discussing acts of
injustice.  This often involves
unpacking the issue and under-
standing it as it relates to individ-
ual girls, girls as a group, women
in general, poor women in part i c-
u l a r, communities in general and
poor communities in part i c u l a r.
Girls can choose and are support-
ed by their programs to take
action on issues they identify as
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RESEARCH FOR ACTION/STAR

Girls in the Sisters Together in Action Research (STAR) pro-
gram chose Omar Tyree’s Fly Girl as their reading material
for their spring book club, only to be told by the principal
of their middle school that they could not use that book.
The principal felt that the book was not appropriate for 8th
grade girls.  The STAR girls decided that this book “spoke”
to them and provided fertile ground for discussing what
their lives were about.  They requested a meeting with the

principal and, after much preparation and rehearsal, took
their case to her office.  Because they were so eloquent
and persuasive, Fly Girl was added to their reading lists,
and copies were distributed for girls who then participated
in a series of lively and thoughtful discussions about the
lives of urban girls of color.  Because of this victory, STAR
girls carried themselves with more confidence and took
their leadership roles very seriously.
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i m p o rtant, bolstering their leader-
ship qualities and skills.

Activism Is a Critical Element of
Girls’ Struggle for Identity and
Recognition
For girls, activism provides an
opportunity for effective leadership
and helps establish positive identi-
ty, which leads to girls’ healthy
development and, ultimately, to
social change.  In the words of 
one girl who participated in the
Collaborative Fund through
After School Action Programs/Girl
World in Illinois:

"I’ve learned how to communicate
better with people, to speak up
more, and to be a leader. I’ve
l e a rned to say what I need to say
and learned how to organize."

Encouraging and creating opportu-
nities for activism help girls see
themselves as agents of change in
their communities.  Girls want
most of all to be seen as community
assets, as giving to the community
in ways that are perceived as help-

ful, positive and “good.” For girls,
the road to social change seems to
involve a step that is community
service-based.  

Programs help girls develop as
social change agents by:
■ Presenting and working with 

girls as assets;
■ Creating opportunities for girls 

to represent their communities 
and programs;

■ Engaging girls in critical thinking
about issues that affect their lives;

■ Framing social change as a 
continuum from community 
service to direct action, and 
from short-term to long-term
systemic change.

A girl at Asian and Pacific Islanders
for Reproductive Health had an expe-
rience with a male teacher who was
denigrating and disrespectful to her
and her work with the pro g r a m .
The girls in the program, in collabo-
ration with their male peers, set up a
meeting to talk to the principal of the
school about the interaction and the
attitude of some teachers toward girls.

As  a result, the program developed a
sexual harassment survey campaign
to find out more about girls’ experi-
ences in the school, and school policies
w e re changed.

From Community Service 
to Direct Action
Girls in all of the Collaborative
Fund programs articulated their
need for community approval and
affirmation in program after
program, which led us to explore
more carefully the continuum of
social change from community
service to direct action.  

We identified diff e rent types of social
change work that girls are engaged in
t h rough their pro g r a m s. In their
responses to questions in the
Intentional Storytelling Measure
(ISM) about how they would go
about making change in their com-
munities, four types of social change
activities were evident and sometimes
overlapped. Most programs utilize
community service, community out-
reach, organizing and activism.
P rograms work with a range of activ-
ities, from identifying injustice to
teaching the grassroots skills neces-
s a ry to make lasting social change.

Girls provide thoughtful and 
passionate leadership to social
change work and when girls work
in concert with adults and boys 
in equitable relationships, they
p rovide a new model for positive
community change.  To build 
the capacity of programs and
communities, it is essential that
girls have the opportunity to
b reak out of gender and cultural

YOUNG WOMEN’S PROJECT

The leaders of Te e n
Women in Action g o
to Wilson Senior High
School in Wa s h i n g t o n ,
DC, every week to con-
d u c t innovative activities
that build connections
and group identities
among girls and pro-
vide a safe space with-
in the school environ-
ment for them to talk
about what is bother-

ing them. For exam-
ple, problem-solving
skills are illustrated
with a “problem tree”
that shows the diff e r e n t
p a rts of a problem–the
root, the trunk (which
is the part that causes
pain and anxiety) and
the branches (which
represent other emo-
tions and opport u n i t i e s
for understanding).

The girl part i c i p a n t s
engage in critical
thinking with their Te e n
Leader to break down
their problems and 
to figure out how to
t u rn them into opport u-
nities.  Through this
cascading leadership, 
the group bonds 
and participants m o v e
into leadership roles 
as facilitators.



s t e reotypes that inhibit their 
ability to achieve full status in
their communities.

To change how girls are seen and
to enable girls’ involvement in
social change work, programs and
girl participants often have to
negotiate the diff e rent roles that
girls play within their cultural 
contexts and adapt to the multiple
c u l t u res and values that girls are
engaged in.  Some programs 
p resent girls as re p resentatives of
their communities or soften the
p e rceived threat of girls’ activism,
and the challenges it may pre s e n t
to traditional cultural expecta-
tions by framing their work as
community serv i c e.

Girls as Community Assets
Advocacy for and by girls within
the community and the institutions
that influence their lives is critical.
The Collaborative Fund found that

girls want to and can effectively
speak on their own behalf.
However, they often need help in
countering the tremendous nega-
tive images and pressures that exist
to keep them silent and isolated.
For girls to see themselves, and to
be seen by others, as agents for
social change or as members of a
civil society, they must be allowed
to develop their skills and sense of
efficacy within safe environments
and in a framework that positions
them as assets to the community.
The role of effective girls’ pro-
grams is to help them gain access
and provide opportunities for them
to understand the societal inequities
they face in ways that lead to
action rather than self-destruction.

P rograms often serve as the bridge
between individual girls and the
c o m m u n i t y.  Programs exhibit a
constant awareness of re f r a m i n g
and renaming who girls are to t h e m-
selves and to their communities.
P resenting girls as assets gives girls
themselves, their families and their
communities a very diff e rent image
of girls than is typically reflected 
in the world around them. This
results in positive self-image for girls
and a growing confidence among
family and community members in
the girls’ ability to be effective. Girls
not only learn academic, pro f e s s i o n-
al and social skills, but also come to
understand who they are and how to
realize their own potential.

Programs realize that it is neces-
sary to frame social justice in terms
that make it real for girls and
young women based on their 

everyday experiences.  Staff support
g i r l s ’ development and provide
them with ways of understanding
and negotiating the conflicts in their
lives by helping them develop skills
in critical analysis, and thro u g h
explicit instruction and informal dis-
cussion. This provides a crucial first
step to developing a political a n a l y s i s
that leads to action. Wo m e n in the
programs provide girls with a cul -
tural, political and historical f r a m e-
work for processing their lives a n d
experiences, helping girls move
beyond the personal to a bro a d e r
understanding of girls in society.

Barriers to Social Change Work
The difficulty girls face in expre s s i n g
their power in their families and
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SISTERS IN ACTION FOR
POWER

CENTER FOR YOUNG
WOMEN’S DEVELOPMENT

We let girls know that even if
you’re young and on the street,
been in the juvie system or street
economy–you have rights and
possibilities. - Lateefah Simon  

The Center for Young Wo m e n ’s
Development takes their mes-
sage to the young women on the
streets of the Tenderloin District
in San Francisco, engaging
them in education about HIV
and protecting themselves, and
helping them see that they can
t u rn their survival skills into
leadership skills.  Young women
in the program learn how to get
out, and stay out, of the juvenile
justice system, and learn the life
and job skills necessary to acquire
and sustain legal employment.
Many acquire the skills and
tools needed to run an organi-
zation like the Center for Yo u n g
Wo m e n ’s Development. 

When girls and staff from Sisters
in Action for Power began to hear
stories about how youth could not
go to school because they could
not afford the bus fare, they went
door to door in their neighbor-
hood to talk to community mem-
bers about what this meant for
their children.  They also gave tes-
timony at a public hearing before
the transit authority on how these
fares were affecting poor families’
lives.  Their multi-phased strategy
of organizing the community was
successful in gaining subsidized
bus passes for low-income youth
to use to get to school.
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schools without being punished or
undermined emerged as a recur-
ring theme from both girls and
program staff.  Even though girls
develop tremendous leadership
skills within their programs, their
application of this empowerment
and agency to other systems in
which girls and their families feel
powerless is limited.  

Girls of all ages in the program
report differential treatment in
school, sports and home because of
their gender.  Findings and
observations include: 

■ Almost all of the girls experience 
gender inequalities around them.
While younger girls tend to 
speak about their experiences 
being treated differently from 
boys, older girls are more likely 
to articulate discrimination 
against women by critiquing the 
existing power structure. This 
ability to articulate an analysis of 
how and why things happen is a 
central part of the leadership 
development that happens in 
Collaborative Fund programs as 
girls both receive instruction and
model positive behavior of the 
women staff.  

■ When speaking about barriers, 
the majority of the girls expre s s e d
an understanding that their 
economic situation will aff e c t
their goals to attend college. In 
addition, girls recognize that 
their ethnic or racial background
will make their goals harder to
achieve.  Intere s t i n g l y, few girls 
mentioned their gender as 
o b s t a c l e s to their goals. Although
they are aware of how sexism 
limits opportunity, they refuse to
accept that it will keep them fro m
their goals. Their involvement in
p rograms helps them feel powerf u l
because they are part of something
bigger than themselves.

■ Even when girls recognize the 
hostile environment around 
them, this does not prevent them
from feeling that they can move
ahead in their lives.  Girls find 
strength despite hardship and 
remain optimistic about life. 

Nearly 90 percent of girls in the
Collaborative Fund programs con-
sider going to college a priority in
the future.  Although most of the
girls tend to focus on their personal
development and dreams, not
everyone is individually oriented

when planning for her future .
Some girls demonstrate a stro n g
sense of responsibility and com-
mitment to their families and
communities.  For instance, one
girl considers providing “a solid
s t ru c t u re for her family” as her
goal for the future.  Another girl
wants to “take care of her pare n t s
and make them proud.” A few
young women are also committed
to helping others and making
changes in the world by running a
homeless shelter or working with
young women and childre n .

The girls and young women see
themselves as being agents of
social change, and have a sense of
c o n t rol over their lives.  Their
ideas about how to make change
happen often reflect what they
have learned in their programs.  In
some programs, young women’s
ability to be agents of change is
g rounded in their cultural or ethnic
heritage.  Their sense of possibili-
ty frequently emerges from being
reconnected to their heritage,
which they have reclaimed as a
result of the program activities.
Girls’ realization they are part of 
a family, a program, a community
and a culture strengthens t h e m .
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C O N C L U S I O N
N E X T  S T E P S  T O W A R D  P R O G R A M S  T H A T  W O R K  F O R  G I R L S  A N D  B O Y S

A
fter three intensive years
of working with girls,
young women and prac-
titioners on program

development and participatory
evaluation, we have learned a great
deal about the tremendous joys and
particular challenges of developing
programs that genuinely support
girls’ development into active,
healthy, engaged members of their
communities.  Many have been
discussed in this report. As
the fields of youth programming
take the next steps forw a rd to cre a t e
effective programming we believe
it is essential to keep in mind the
vital ingredients of positive pro-
grams for girls.  These include
staying true to girls, making access
and participation easy and building
sustainable programs. 

In considering next steps, we also
raise questions regarding the trans-
lation of these findings into the
wider field of youth programming.
While the first round of the
Collaborative Fund focused largely
on girls’ programming in girl-only
settings, we believe that many of
the lessons we learned are applica-
ble to mixed-gender settings.
Throughout our work, questions
have emerged about the dynamic
interplay between genders and

across lines of race and class.  In
the spirit of fostering a creative
dialogue among youth practitioners
and funders, we include this
discussion of next steps.

CHALLENGES FOR YOUTH
PROGRAMS AND PRACTICE

Staying True to Girls
We know that youth programs
have the difficult task of advocating
for girls’ empowerment while also
securing the trust and commitment
of families and community.  They
must identify strategies for staying
true to girls while ensuring that
girls can continue to participate
and that the adults in their lives are
actively engaged in supporting girls
and young women.  Because
effective programs are designed to
engage girls and young women at
four different levels–individual,
social network, community and
institutional–mechanisms to build
these connections must be in place.
Activities like involving family
members and older women in the
community in cultural activities
and in the translation of traditions
are often effective mechanisms.
Asking girls to develop ways to
engage their families can also
ensure that their needs are met in

shaping this key component of
youth programming.  

Making Access and 
Participation Easy
Very basic issues such as getting
paid for the work they do, the pro-
gram’s physical space and trans-
portation to and from program
activities profoundly affect girls’
participation in programs.  Girls
see financial recognition of their
work as an indication of the value
of their presence and contribution
and for some girls financial com-
pensation is a practical necessity
for their involvement in youth pro-
grams. Girls are also more likely to
return to a program with an invit-
ing physical space.  Living far away
from where program activities take
place can also preclude girls’
involvement if support with trans-
portation is not offered.

Building Sustainable Programs
Youth programs often address
complex and challenging issues in
girls’ lives without adequate sup-
port and infrastructure.  In fact,
two Collaborative Fund grantee
programs did not make it through
their second year of funding
because of organizational instabili-
ties that were exacerbated by trying
to run activities that called for
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m o re stru c t u re and support than
they could handle.  The 12
p rograms that remained in the
first round of the Collaborative
Fund are powerful examples of
what can be accomplished when
girls are given voice in the design
and implementation of pro g r a m s .
Nonetheless, these programs also
continue to struggle with basic
issues of fundraising, leadership
transition, board development and
other challenges to institutional
development.  Work with girls’
p rograms must emphasize org a n i-
zational and staff development
along with a commitment to tru e
engagement of girls.

Girl-Centered Questions to Guide
Future Youth Work
While the impact of the
Collaborative Fund programs on
girls and their communities and
families is quite significant, it
remains limited to a small sphere
of influence.  Most girls continue
to be served in mixed-gender pro-
grams that seldom prioritize girls’
needs or fore g round girls’ talents.
In order to build strong, safe
communities in which all youth
a re valued and protected and that
s u p p o rt strong conscientious
youth who can participate fully 
in the civic, social and economic
life of our society we must 
engage in effective youth pro-
gramming that takes gender into

account.  This means we need 
to continue our practice and 
our learning in both single and
mixed-gender pro g r a m s .

In order to link the lessons learned
from working with girls to the
larger fields of youth development
and youth organizing and to take a
gendered approach, we need to
answer some critical questions: 

■ What is the impact of applying a 
larger frame of youth civic 
engagement and youth develop-
ment to girls’ work?  What do 
girls gain and what do they lose?
What is gained and what is lost 
for mixed-gender programs?

■ What are some of the inherent 
challenges in co-ed approaches 
to working with young people 
and how do these challenges 
particularly affect girls?

■ What is the distinction between 
the types of leadership girls man-
ifest in effective girl-centered 
programs versus the qualities and
characteristics traditionally 
described in youth development 
and youth civic engagement models?

■ How do we ensure the full 
participation of girls and boys, 
and young women and young 
men, in the process of building
strong communities?

■ What role do gender, race and 
class play in determining girls’ 
participation and leadership in 
youth development and youth 
civic engagement programs? 

■ How does meaningful involvement
by girls and young women affect 
boys and young men? 

■ How do we foster egalitarian 
relationships between genders, 
among the races, and among 
youth of different economic
and social strata? 

More work is needed to under-
stand what fosters and sustains
social activism among girls and
boys and how we can support this
work in single and mixed-gender
settings.  This will be work under-
taken by the Collaborative Fund’s
second round.  

In order to create the most eff e c-
tive environments for girls, boys,
young women and young men to
thrive, grow and lead, the Ms.
Foundation for Women will con-
tinue to explore these questions
and welcomes partnerships in these
a reas.  Disseminating the lessons
l e a rned re g a rding girls and young
w o m e n ’s programming is a key step
in this eff o rt.  Our collective chal-
lenge is to develop o rg a n i z a t i o n s
and design pro g r a m s that serve all
young people at their stre n g t h s .



AT TA C H M E N T
E F F E C T I V E  M O D E L S  O F  G I R L S ’  A N D  Y O U N G  W O M E N ’ S  P R O G R A M S
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AFTER SCHOOL 
ACTION PROGRAMS/GIRL WORLD

C H I C A G O ,  I L L I N O I S

Mission and Purpose
Girl World is a programming and
organizing initiative that targets
girls in the Uptown and Edgewater
neighborhoods of Chicago. Girl
World is a part of After School
Action Programs (ASAP), which is
a part of a larger agency called
Alternatives. The overarching
agency’s mission is to develop and
provide services for youth and
their families that facilitate person -
al development, strengthen family
relationships, and enhance the
community’s well-being. Within
this structure, ASAP encourages
and fosters  collaboration among
its members–tenant associations,
congregations, ethnic associations
and non-profits–and strengthens
the capacity of member organiza-
tions to provide strong and consis-
tent programming to youth in
Uptown and Edgewater.

Girls are at the heart of Girl
World. The work is shaped by the
belief that the voices of girls are
most critical in creating and
shaping opportunities for girls.
Girl World builds relationships,
teaches life and leadership skills
and encourages communities to get
involved in gender-specific oppor-
tunities for girls.

Key Accomplishments
Girl World’s key accomplishments
over the past three years include:

■ Creating a girls’ resource pool 
to help seed and support new 
programs for girls in the 
neighborhood; the girl grant-
makers have given away $13,942 
in three years;

■ Coordinating monthly meetings 
for youth workers from the ASAP
member organizations who work
with girls, providing a space to 
find support and resources;

■ P a rtnering with the Collaborative
Fund to develop research tools 
that evaluate the impact of 
girl-driven programs;

■ Through a committee of girls, 
developing a girl-run leadership 
council through which girls cre a t e
their own agendas, run their 
own meetings, plan and run a 
community graduation for 
others, participate in community 
service projects and raise money;

■ Cultivating over 50 adult women
volunteers a year to work with girls;

■ Influencing the culture of the 
ASAP network to encourage 
organizations to develop their 
own girl initiatives; 

■ Developing, maintaining and 
nurturing strong relationships 

with girls so that they
continue to participate in 
and lead Girl World as they 
enter adulthood;

■ Creating opportunities for 200 
girls yearly that include sports, 
mentoring, arts and crafts, career
exploration and developing 
leadership skills.

Future Goals for Girls’ and 
Young Women’s Work
Among Girl World’s future
plans is to continue working with
the girls that have been with the
program since their elementary/
junior high school days and to
develop an initiative based on
their ideas about life after high
school, community leadership and
teen issues. Girl World is also
excited about a community 
strategic planning process that 
will steer its direction for the 
next two years. 

For further information, please contact
Jessica Palmert at: 
After School Action 
Programs/Girl World
4730 North Sheridan 
Chicago,  IL  60640 
ph: (773) 506-7474 
fax: (773) 506-9420
email: jessamessa@hotmail.com



27

Mission and Purpose
The Asian Pacific Enviro n m e n t a l
Network (APEN) was founded in
1993 to unify and empower Asian
American and Pacific Islander (API)
communities throughout the United
States to achieve environmental and
social justice.  APEN initiated the
Laotian Organizing Project (LOP)
as the org a n i z a t i o n ’s first dire c t
o rganizing initiative. LOP is com-
mitted to improving the quality of
life of the Laotian community and
others by building a democratic
g r a s s roots organization; developing
p ro-active solutions to problems in
the community and confronting 
key decision-makers around issues
that affect low-income residents in
the area.  The organization focuses
its work in west Contra Costa
C o u n t y, California, a region that
encompasses some of the most toxic
n e i g h b o rhoods in the country and is
home to approximately 10,000
Laotian residents.  

In response to the dire lack of
o p p o rtunities for young women in
this community and in keeping with
its goal to build an organization in
which all sectors of the community
p a rticipate equally, LOP began the
Youth Initiative in 1995.  The aim of
the Youth Initiative is to develop the

leadership and organizing capacity of
Laotian young women.  Yo u t h
I n i t i a t i v e ’s overall goals are :
1) to strengthen the Laotian com-
munity in west Contra Costa
County through the development 
of leadership among girls and young
women and 2) to build a model for
youth organizing in the bro a d e r
API community. 

Key Accomplishments
Since 1995, Youth Initiative part i c i-
pants have significantly impacted
their community. They visibly par-
ticipated in a community campaign
led by the West County To x i c s
Coalition and Communities for a
Better Environment to shut down a
local Chevron incinerator. They
worked with Californians for Justice,
another Ms. Foundation grantee, to
defeat Californ i a ’s statewide anti-
a ff i rmative action initiative and the
initiative to ban bilingual education
in Contra Costa County.  In addi-
tion, the young women involved in
the Youth Initiative developed and
won a campaign to improve their
s c h o o l ’s environment by incre a s i n g
counseling re s o u rces.  The girls have
gained a strong reputation within the
school and community as an org a n-
ized force fighting for enviro n m e n t a l
and social justice. 

Future Goals for Girls’ and Yo u n g
Wo m e n ’s Wo r k
Working on direct action cam-
paigns takes participants step-
by-step through a process of identi-
fying and prioritizing pro b l e m s
impacting their community and
planning and implementing 
strategies to develop pro - a c t i v e ,
institutional solutions. In the 
coming years, the Youth Initiative
will develop a cycle of campaign
planning, implementation and 
evaluation that 1) builds leadership
among individuals, 2) creates re a l
s t ructural change in the community
and 3) raises youth consciousness
about what it takes to impact the
root causes of the problems their
community faces. Their work on
the local level has created a 
model for social change work led
by young women that can be
applied in similar communities
n a t i o n w i d e .

For further information please contact
Grace Kong at:
APEN
220 25th Street, 
Richmond, CA 94807
ph: (510) 236-4616 
(510) 834-8920 (Oakland office) 
fax: (510) 236-4572 
email: gkong@apen4ej.org

ASIAN PACIFIC 
ENVIRONMENTAL NETWORK

R I C H M O N D ,  C A L I F O R N I A
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Mission and Purpose
HOPE (Health, Opport u n i t i e s ,
P roblem-Solving and Empowerm e n t )
for Girls, a project of Asians and
Pacific Islanders for Repro d u c t i v e
Health (APIRH), works to foster
leadership among young, low-
income, Asian and Pacific Islander
women, building their capacity to be
agents of social change.  Thro u g h
popular education, action re s e a rc h
and community organizing, HOPE
empowers young women to advocate
and organize for institutional change
that positively impacts the health and
well-being of low-income i m m i g r a n t
and refugee communities acro s s
C a l i f o rnia. HOPE members learn
how to make connections between
health, education, re p roductive fre e-
dom and povert y.  They also learn
how to connect their personal expe-
riences to larger political and social
issues such as racism, patriarc h y,
classism and sexism.  Thro u g h
HOPE, Asian Pacific Islander young
women build upon their stre n g t h s
and experiences to become leaders of
social change for their communities.
A P I R H ’s long-term vision is that
HOPE will become a sustainable
and community-owned and commu-
nity-led force for social change. 

Key Accomplishments
In the past three years, HOPE
Long Beach has trained more than
35 young Cambodian women as
community leaders, organizers and
advocates.  In 1998, HOPE
launched a School Safety Campaign
to address the high incidence of
sexual harassment in Long Beach
schools.  As part of the campaign,
HOPE members developed a 10-
page survey on sexual harassment
and distributed it to more than 400
young women at Polytechnic High
School, Long Beach’s largest high
school.  The study revealed that
82 percent of women surveyed
experience sexual harassment 
from their peers, teachers and/or
administrators at the school.
Furthermore, of the total number
of students surveyed, one in two
reported that sexual harassment
negatively impacts their ability to
learn.  In June 2000, HOPE mem-
bers presented their survey find-
ings at a community forum attend-
ed by over 200 students, communi-
ty leaders and school officials.
HOPE members also made policy
recommendations to school offi-
cials.  In the wake of the survey,
Polytechnic High School has insti-

tuted a significant campaign to
end sexual harassment at the
school.  Other schools in the Long
Beach Unified School District are
planning similar changes.  

Future Goals for Girls’ and Yo u n g
Wo m e n ’s Wo r k
APIRH prioritizes developing its
members’ leadership and part i c i-
pation in all levels of the pro g r a m ,
f rom program planning and
design to program evaluation.  In
addition, through collaborative
work with sister HOPE projects in
Oakland and Richmond,
C a l i f o rnia, and other org a n i z a t i o n s
dedicated to social and economic
justice, HOPE Long Beach 
aims to effect statewide and
national change that benefits the
re p roductive health and overall
well-being of low-income women
and girls of color. 

For further information, please 
contact Rachel Matsuda at:
APIRH 
403 Alamitos Blvd.
Long Beach, CA 90802 
ph: (562) 951-0838 
fax: (562) 951-0879
e-mail: rachelmatsuda@hotmail.com

ASIANS & PACIFIC ISLANDERS FOR
REPRODUCTIVE HEALTH

L O N G  B E A C H ,  C A L I F O R N I A
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Mission and Purpose
Founded in 1974, the Center for
Anti-Violence Education (CAE)
educates and organizes to end vio-
lence against women and children.
CAE is a multi-racial feminist
organization with a commitment to
fighting racism and heterosexism.
CAE teaches girls and young
women violence prevention, self-
defense and martial arts, and offers
a supportive environment for sur-
vivors of violence to heal their
bodies and spirits and to regain a
sense of control over their lives.
Through discussions and projects,
CAE  places the violence we expe-
rience as individuals in a broader
social and political context.  CAE
also initiates social and political
activities for women, teen women,
children, and their families.

Key Accomplishments
Through a three-year project
(1996-99) with Girls Inc., CAE
developed the Action for Safety™
curriculum, a national program for
violence prevention for girls, and is
now training staff from dozens of
Girls Inc. affiliates.  This year
alone, more than 500 girls
at more than 20 sites across the

U.S. will participate in the pro g r a m .
The organization also successfully
launched the Teen Wo m e n ’s
Initiative, which elicited an
e n t h usiastic response from young
w o m e n p a rticipating in the vari-
ous components of the pro g r a m .
The need for this project has
been clear, given the epidemic of
violence against women and teen
women and the complex develop-
mental issues faced by teen girls
in society.  But the pro j e c t ’s
developers did not envision how
the young women would take
C A E ’s vision and run with it–cre-
ating paths for their own part i c i-
pation that arise from their
strengths and meet their needs .

Participation in the Collaborative
Fund has helped CAE see the
importance of integrating program
participants into the evaluation
process–not only in terms of giving
feedback but also gathering and
analyzing data.  As CAE’s Youth
Program Coordinator explains,
“The Ms. Collaborative Fund has
definitely helped us move to a
totally new and exciting place as an
organization with intergenera t i o n a l
community and leadership.”

Future Goals for Girls’ and Yo u n g
Wo m e n ’s Wo r k
CAE is working to develop the 
(tentatively named) Institute for
S t a ff and Program Development 
to help organizations create and
implement anti-violence pro g r a m s .
The Institute will enhance the 
l i f e - a ff i rming, life-saving effects of
C A E ’s programs.  As one young
woman put it:  "This was an amaz-
ing and empowering experience.  I
feel like my self-esteem has jumped
10 spaces higher than when I start-
ed.  Please continue to do this for
young women.” As a lead org a n i z a-
tion in the pro g ressive anti-violence
movement, CAE has helped various
g roups replicate its programs.  Now
CAE is working to expand and insti-
tutionalize this important aspect of
its work and change the face of pro-
gramming for girls and young
women–locally and nationally. 

For further information, please
contact Annie Ellman at: 

CAE 
421 Fifth Ave. 
Brooklyn, NY  11215 
ph: (718) 788-1775 
fax: (718) 499-2284 
email: aellman@cae-bklyn.org

CENTER FOR ANTI-VIOLENCE EDUCATION
B R O O K L Y N ,  N E W  Y O R K
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Mission and Purpose
The Center for Young Wo m e n ’s
Development (CYWD) is a grass-
roots organization run completely
by low-income young women of
color who have themselves pro-
g ressed through CYWD’s pro-
grams.  These young women–all
under the age of 24–are hired to
design and implement all of
C Y W D ’s activities in conjunction
with a network of coord i n a t i n g
agencies.  Young women in the
p rogram learn not only how to get
out of and stay out of the juvenile
justice system, but also the life and
job skills necessary to acquire and
sustain legal employment.  They
also gain the skills and tools needed
to run the agency.  These young,
poor women who are isolated fro m
their families, marginalized by sys-
tems of education and excluded
f rom mainstream employment
move from being victims of their
c i rcumstances to being powerf u l ,
employed citizens working to
enhance their community. 

Key Accomplishments
CYWD re c ruits all of its staff

members directly from the stre e t s
and from locked juvenile detention
facilities.  The young women work
up to 20 hours per week and are
paid a living wage so they can
begin to focus on their develop-
ment rather then scraping up
money for rent, childcare and
other expenses.  CYWD conducts
n u m e rous programs to help young
women–those incarcerated or on
the street–think critically about
the criminal and juvenile justice
systems and their participation in
them.  These young women also
identify goals and objectives for
themselves–including earning a
high school diploma and going to
college–and organize and advocate
for systemic equity.  Using donat-
ed computers and technical sup-
p o rt, CYWD has developed an
on-site TECH-UP computer lab
that is open five days per week to
p rovide young women (both
employees and street contacts)
w i t h a positive youth-led space to
access computers and learn about
the digital world.  Finally, the Nelly
Velasco Project, named after a late
co-worker and coordinated by a 16-

y e a r-old African American lesbian,
brings queer young women of color
to participate in weekly recreation-
al and educational events. 

Future Goals for Girls’ and 
Young Wo m e n ’s Wo r k
CYWD is in a powerful position 
to meet the complex, multifaceted
needs of its community. The young
women in CYWD learn not only
how to get out and stay out of the
juvenile justice system, but also the
life and job skills necessary to
acquire and sustain legal employ-
ment.  Recently, CYWD initiated a
campaign to ensure that San
Francisco County provides ade-
quate services and care for girls,
young women and queer youth
who are wards of the system.  

For further information, 
please contact Lateefah Simon at:
CYWD
1426 Fillmore Street, Ste. 205 
San Francisco, CA  94115 
ph: (415) 345-0263
fax: (415) 345-0259
email: lateefah@cywd.org.
www.cywd.org

CENTER FOR YOUNG WOMEN’S DEVELOPMENT 
S A N  F R A N C I S C O ,  C A L I F O R N I A
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Mission and Purpose
Cool Girls, Inc., is dedicated to 
the self-empowerment of girls in
low-income communities. Cool
Girls provides tools to help girls
make positive choices to achieve
a c a d e m i c success, break the cycles
of teen pregnancy and poverty and
overcome the barriers of racism
and sexism.

Key Accomplishments
In just three years, Cool Girls,
Inc., has grown from serving 100
girls in two elementary school 
sites to serving 265 girls in four
elementary sites and one middle
school site.  Cool Girls has signifi-
cantly expanded its programs,
including the Cool Girls mentor-
ing program.  Working with the
Ms. Foundation model, Cool Girls
conducted a comprehensive, quali-
tative evaluation of its programs
using measures such as focus

g roups, journaling, and photo-jour-
naling.  During the 1999-2000
school year, Cool Girls also worked
in conjunction with Georgia State
U n i v e r s i t y ’s Department of
Psychology to conduct an in-depth
p rogram evaluation to better under-
stand the effect of its after- s c h o o l
p rograms on the girls served.  The
re s e a rch showed a significant posi-
tive effect on participating girls in a
number of areas, including a con-
siderable impact in nutrition knowl-
edge, knowledge of sexual develop-
ment and a delay in the onset of
d rug experimentation.  And 100
p e rcent of Cool Girls knew that
women have the same job skills that
men do, reflecting increased knowledge
of career opportunities for women.

In addition, Cool Girls has intro-
duced a new program, Cool Te c h ,
which serves 25 girls ages 10
t h rough 12 in Saturday quart e r l y

sessions focusing on technology,
communications, money manage-
ment, career development and lead-
ership skills. 

Future Goals for Girls’ and Yo u n g
Wo m e n ’s Wo r k
In the future, Cool Girls will con-
tinue to increase service to young
girls in Atlanta’s low-income com-
munities by following more girls
f rom elementary schools into mid-
dle schools, involving more girls at
the middle school level and expand-
ing to serve a more diverse popula-
tion of girls.

For further information, please contact
Luz Borrero at:
Cool Girls
100 Edgewood Ave., NE #508
Atlanta, GA  30303 
ph: (404) 420-4362 
fax: (404) 420-4366 
email: l.borrero@coolgirlsatlanta.org

COOL GIRLS, INC. 
A T L A N T A ,  G E O R G I A
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Mission and Purpose
The Girls’ Resiliency Pro g r a m
(GRP), a project of the Appalachian
Women’s Leadership Project, Inc.,
works with teen women in rural
Appalachia so they can identify
their strengths, become active
decision-makers in their own lives
and advocate for social change. GRP
works with girls and young women
who are overlooked by others in
the community:  the girl on proba-
tion, the girl with experience using
drugs, the girl who sees no hope
for her future, the girl whose daily
s t ruggle is to survive.  Girls’ Resiliency
develops the natural skills and
leadership they each possess.  Girls
and young women participate in
the program at every level, from
activities that help them rediscover
their voices, to outings designed to
help them develop relationships
with other girls/young women, to
holding leadership positions within
the organization as Board
Members or Research Interns. 

Key Accomplishments
In the past three years, the pro-
gram and its staff have, with the
girls, been personally and org a n i-
zationally transformed.  It has
g rown from being a small, new
p roject within an organization to
being an independent org a n i z a-
tion with its own 501(c)(3) tax-
exempt status.  GRP began by
helping girls trust themselves
enough to read aloud a poem they
w rote; recently the program pro-
duced both a book of original
poems and a CD with original
songs.  The program started with
one staff member and now has
m o re than a dozen, including the
girls and young women who have
worked as Research Interns.  Wi t h
them, the program undertook an
intensive program evaluation pro j-
ect to help identify stre n g t h s .
T h rough this evaluation, the pro-
gram developed language thro u g h
which to communicate these
s t rengths to others.

Future Goals for Girls’ and Young
Women’s Work
The Girls’ Resiliency Program has
several long-term goals for the girls
in its program: 1) Girls’ leadership
will gro w, as evidenced by their
voicing their opinions, their
involvement in local decision-mak-
ing groups, and their community
s e rvice and social change work; 2)
Girls will demonstrate significant
i n c reases in their healthy
behavior/choices; 3) Community
attitudes re g a rding high-risk
girls/young women will impro v e ;
and 4) Families of girl part i c i p a n t s
will be strengthened and will be
p e rceived by girls as support i v e.

For further information,
please contact Shelley Gaines at:
GRP
8106 Court Avenue 
Hamlin, WV 25523 
ph: (304) 824-5660 
fax: (304) 824-5661 
email: shelleygaines@usa.net

GIRLS’ RESILIENCY PROGRAM 
L I N C O L N  C O U N T Y ,  W E S T  V I R G I N I A



33

Mission and Purpose
The mission of Mi Casa Resource
Center for Women, Inc., is to pro-
vide quality employment and 
education programs that promote
self-sufficiency for primarily low-
income, Latino women and youth.
One of the programs of Mi Casa is
Mi Carrera (My Career).  It aims
to offer culturally relevant work-
shops and activities that nurture
the minds, bodies and spirits of
young women and build upon
their individual strengths. Mi
Carrera was initiated in 1979 as a
four-year dropout prevention pro-
gram for low-income girls attend-
ing West High School.  Its dual
goals are to reduce the dropout rate
and increase the number of young
Latinas who go on to college.  Mi
Carrera’s main focus is to assist
young women in the development
of their minds, bodies and spirits.
Participants are able to look closely
at themselves and create a plan to
make their lives healthy and happy.

The young women who come to
Mi Casa drive Mi Carrera’s ideas
and beliefs.  The program values
young women and promotes their
inner growth. 

Key Accomplishments
The program serves 75 participants
throughout the year, offering 
educational, cultural and recre-
ational opportunities to enhance
girls’ and young women’s minds,
bodies and spirits:
■ 70 young girls/women 

either continued to the next 
grade or graduated;

■ 7 young women graduated from 
high school;

■ 5 young women went to college;
■ 12 young women participated in 

Take Our Daughters to Wo r k® D a y ;
■ 1 peer trainer was hired;
■ All participants received email 

accounts;
■ Along with two other 

o rg a n i z a t i o n s, 20 young women 
organized and celebrated Dia 

de los Muertos with approxi-
mately 140 families and 
community members.

Future Goals for Girls’ and Young
Women’s Work
Mi Casa will continue to work with
young women and girls to build
their leadership skills by offering
challenging opportunities in a
safe environment that is culturally
competent.  The program hopes to
work in the field of civic activism as
a means of developing leadership,
which includes the strengthening of
skills such as decision making, team
work, critical thinking and oral and
written language.

For further information, 
please contact Susan Medina at:
Mi Casa 
571 Galapago Street 
Denver, CO  80204
ph: (303) 573-1302 x145
fax: (303) 595-0422 
email: smedina@micasadenver.org

MI CASA RESOURCE CENTER FOR WOMEN
D E N V E R ,  C O L O R A D O
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Mission and Purpose
Founded in 1984 and located 
on the Nort h e rn Cheyenne
R e s e rvation, Native Action is
nationally recognized as a
model for citizen empower-
ment.  The Seven Cheyenne
Stars and Hope Project, which
focuses on elders passing on
cultural knowledge and tradi-
tion to girls, is the first compre-
hensive program for Cheyenne
girls.  The program builds on
the successful eff o rts of young
women on the Reservation who
helped develop tribal laws
against child sexual abuse and
who established the first local
high school on the Reserv a t i o n .
Native Action and the Cheyenne
Stars project are built upon
Cheyenne beliefs and teachings
that a strong cultural identity 
is critical to self-esteem and
that good self-esteem leads 
to leadership.  The mission 
of the Cheyenne Stars is to 
gain both academic and
cultural education.

Key Accomplishments
The Seven Cheyenne Stars and
Hope Project builds and nurtures
the Cheyenne sense of community
and culture into every activity,
which is complemented with main-
stream training and skills building.
This grounding provides girls with
healthy self-esteem (owning their
Cheyenne identity) and a strong
sense of their ability as community
leaders.  The girls learn the values
of cooperation and trust from their
elders and use this knowledge to
work with organizations outside
the reservation.  Over the past
three years, the participants have
adopted a highway to learn the
meaning of interdependence with
nature and have developed one-on-
one relationships with elders to
learn the values of the culture.
They also engaged in team and
leadership-building activities, which
were focused on acquiring knowl -
edge and skills such as strategic
planning, critical thinking, public
speaking, social and cultural aware-
ness, relationship building and net-

working.  This knowledge was put
into practice at the 1999 Youth 
and Family Sisterhood Gathering,
o rganized by the girls on the
N o rt h e rn Cheyenne Reservation.  

Future Goals for Girls’ and Yo u n g
Wo m e n ’s Wo r k
The girls will continue to own their
Cheyenne identity and receive sup-
p o rt from the elders in their com-
m u n i t y.  Nort h e rn Cheyenne culture
and its unique orientation toward s
wholeness will continue to guide
the work.  The girls in the pro g r a m s
have been made aware of their own
power and have been empowered as
f u t u re women leaders.  They know
the value of building and maintain-
ing strong and healthy communities.

For further information, 
please contact Gail Small at:
Native Action
P. O. Box 409
Lame Deer, MT 59043
ph: (406) 477-6390 
fax: (406) 477-6421 
e-mail: gsmall@mcn.net

NATIVE ACTION 
L A M E  D E E R ,  M O N T A N A
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Mission and Purpose
Research for Action (RFA) is a
Philadelphia-based non-profit
organization engaged in education-
al research and reform.  RFA was
founded in 1992 by a group of
women committed to connecting
their work in educational research
to their social activism.  RFA works
with educators, students, parents
and community members to
improve educational opportunities
and outcomes for all students.
One of RFA’s programs is Sisters
Together in Action Research
(STAR).  Empowering girls
through literacy and leadership
development, STAR is an after-
school program located in four
low-income schools (elementary
through high school) in the School
District of Philadelphia. STAR
provides a safe space for girls to
learn traditional qualitative
research methods while developing
their voices through reflection and
sharing of issues they identify that
impact their social, cultural and
educational lives.  STAR is based

on the belief that experiences con-
tributing to effective action and
leadership fuel both a sense of effi-
cacy and girls’ belief in their col-
lective power to make change. 

Key Accomplishments
S TAR began three years ago at
two middle schools and has
expanded to the high school and
the elementary school levels. More
than 120 girls, young women and
adult facilitators meet at four sites
after school each week.  STA R
p rogram participants have
responded to the inclusive nature
of the STAR program and the 
p a rt i c i p a t o ry evaluation re s e a rc h
work with the Collaborative Fund
found that “good girls and
bad–they can all become STA R
girls. But once they do, there is a
c e rtain behavior expected of them,
a certain standard that must be
upheld.  It’s not about dress or
m o n e y, but it is about comport-
ment–how the girls conduct and
c a rry themselves in the world is
dictated by being a STAR girl.”

Future Goals for Girls’ and Yo u n g
Wo m e n ’s Wo r k
S TAR has a number of goals: 
■ to help girls develop lifetime 

strategies of critical analysis
and problem solving; 

■ to engage STAR participants in 
leading youth outreach work that 
fosters the concepts of action re s e a rc h,
literacy growth and empowerm e n t ;

■ to impact girls’ personal 
c a reer trajectories as they make 
changes in their schools 
and communities;

■ to publish girls’ work and 
continue to use technology and 
additional communication tools 
to educate potential supporters 
of girls’ pro g r a m m i n g .

For further information, please 
contact Diane Brown at:
STAR
International House, 6W 
3701 Chestnut Street
Philadelphia, PA 19104
ph: (215) 823-2500 
fax: (215) 823-2510 
email: dbrown@researchforaction.org

RESEARCH FOR ACTION 
P H I L A D E L P H I A ,  P E N S Y L V A N I A
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Mission and Purpose
Sisters in Action for Power is a
f i v e - y e a r-old grassroots member-
ship organization that is commu-
nity-based, intergenerational and
multi-racial.  The org a n i z a t i o n
p romotes gender and race equity,
and works with low-income 
girls and girls of color to develop
their leadership and capacity to
respond to the needs and issues
of their communities.

Sisters in Action for Power’s mis-
sion is to empower low-income
girls and girls of color ages 11 to
19 to take leadership in their
communities; to work intergenera-
tionally with low-income women
and women of color to fight for
progressive social change; and to
develop community-driven cam-
paigns to address social and eco-
nomic injustice.  Its model com-
bines direct service, grassroots
leadership development, political
education and community organiz-
ing.  Young women have been a
priority to best ensure the full
participation and leadership of
girls.  Girls under 18 were recruit-
ed first in the organization’s base-
building efforts.  This has allowed
girls to assert themselves, come
into their voice and authority as
leaders and shape the culture of

the organization.  Girls become
empowered as leaders in the
organization, in mixed-age circles
of women and girls, in their peer
groups and in their community.

Key Accomplishments
Sisters in Action for Power has pos-
itively affected the local Port l a n d
debate on gender violence and safe-
t y, and, more re c e n t l y, the pre s s i n g
issue of aff o rdable and equitable
public transportation.  Sisters in
Action for Power has achieved
many successes, including:
■ Training more than 600 young 

women and girls through a 
multi-cultural defense program, 
including developing 15 low-
income young women as trainers;

■ P rompting the school district to
c reate and implement a district-
wide tracking and re p o rting 
system for incidents of sexual
h a r a s s m e n t ;

■ P rompting Multnomah County 
to pass the first resolution to 
include gender violence in all 
violence prevention programs;

■ Initiating community awareness 
about obstacles for students 
getting to and from school, 
resulting in more than 16 news
a rticles in the local media pro f i l i n g
Sisters in Action for Power’s
organizing efforts;

■ Instituting a pilot project that 
allows student who are eligible 
for free and reduced lunch to 
obtain free bus passes for this 
school year.

Future Goals for Girls and 
Young Women’s Work
Sisters in Action for Power wants
to continue building a perm a n e n t
institution of change, specifically a
girls-driven grassroots org a n i z a-
tion with low-income people,
youth, women and people of color
who can develop, articulate and
model a new pro g ressive vision.
Sisters in Action strongly believes
this can be done through the polit-
ical development of grassro o t s
leaders, by challenging institutions
t h rough collective action, and by
p roviding leaders with the neces-
s a ry skills and tools to eff e c t i v e l y
change the culture in their com-
munities.  Organizing is the 
o rg a n i z a t i o n ’s strategy for achiev-
ing these goals.

For further information, 
please contact Amara Perez at:
Sisters
1732 NE Alberta 
Portland, OR 97211 
ph: (503) 331-1244 
fax: (503) 331-1287 
email: amarap@inetarena.com

SISTERS IN ACTION FOR POWER 
P O R T L A N D ,  O R E G O N
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Mission and Purpose
The Young Wo m e n ’s Pro j e c t
(YWP) is a multi-cultural org a n i-
zation that builds and support s
teen women and girl leaders so
they can improve their own lives
and transform their communities.
T h rough a stru c t u red program of
training, information, skills, tools
and knowledge, YWP takes young
women through a growth pro c e s s
to realize and develop their own
p o w e r, trust and support each
o t h e r, and use their skills and
knowledge to create projects that
s t rengthen the broader communi-
t y.  Current programs are concen-
trated in the Anacostia, Shaw, and
Columbia Heights neighborh o o d s
of Washington, DC.  

Key Accomplishments
YWP programs focus on teen
women and girls who are under-
re s o u rced (lack economic
re s o u rces, family support, oppor-
tunities) and teens of color.  In
just one year, these pro g r a m s
reached six public schools, two
clinics, and several community
o rganizations, serving more than
100 teen women, girls, and young
mothers.  The teens trained
reached 500 more youth thro u g h
their projects.  

The Teen Women in Action
( T WA) project gives teen women
tools and opportunities to change
their lives and communities thro u g h
skills/issues training, conducting a
community assessment, designing
and implementing a community
p roject, and, ultimately, becoming
p roject staff, advisors and volun-
teers.  TWA has trained more than
500 DC teens, produced a 400-page
training curriculum, matched 50
teens with young women mentors
and facilitated teen-led projects on
teen pre g n a n c y, body image, mental
health and family violence.

The Teen-Led Projects reach 
h u n d reds of girls in DC schools and
o rganizations and involve them in
p rojects that build and change 
institutions.  Issues and skills training
has focused on stress and mental
health, family violence, re p ro d u c t i v e
health and pregnancy pre v e n t i o n ,
o p p ression, parenting, nutrition and
p regnancy and body image. The
Campaign to Improve Foster Care
and Group Homes is working to
i m p rove access and quality of life for
teen women in the foster care system
by enforcing and/or creating new
residential group home re g u l a t i o n s ,
conducting leadership-self advocacy
workshops, and increasing foster teen

involvement in group home gover-
nance.  Since June 1999, YWP 
has conducted interviews with
teens in group homes and group
home staff, completed workshops
at more than six group homes,
hired three group home youth,
built a network of supporters inside
and outside the DC foster care sys-
tem, and made personal contacts
with 40 group home teens.  YWP
has also built alliances in the City
Council, the Mayor’s Office and
Child and Family Services. 

Future Goals for Girls’ and Young
Women’s Work
YWP is expanding its Teen-Led
Projects into issue campaigns that
can directly bring about meaning-
ful change. The organization is
also building systems for monitor-
ing and evaluating its work, with
the goal of sharing what it learns
with other youth workers.

For further information, 
please contact Nadia Moritz at:
YWP 
1326 Florida Avenue, NW 
Ste. 2000
Washington DC  20009 
ph: (202) 332-3399 
fax: (202) 332-0066 
email: YWP@tidalwave.net

THE YOUNG WOMEN’S PROJECT 
W A S H I N G T O N ,  D C
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Girls and young women are not 
on the verge of crisis, but are
making positive change in the
world around them.  What 
the Ms. Foundation learned 
during the first round of the
Collaborative Fund for Healthy
Girls/Healthy Women is that girls
who experience leadership and
social change opportunities in
their communities retain their
natural strength and vitality, help-
ing them grow into strong and
vital women.  We knew that if we
s u p p o rted organizations that pro-
vided girls with the tools to build
on their strengths, we would be
p romoting a unique model of
girls’ development as well as
building a field of positive girls’
and young women’s programming.

The Ms. Foundation for Wo m e n ’s
Collaborative Fund for Healthy
Girls/Healthy Women brings
together national and local founda-
tions, and individuals to support
diverse community-based org a n i z a-
tions that utilize leadership develop-

ment and social activism training to
enable girls and young women to
influence and change the way com-
munity institutions impact their
lives and their communities.
O rganizations supported by the
Collaborative Fund work on the
p remise that girls are assets to their
communities, and that given a ro l e
in their own development, practical
skills and strong adult role models,
they will thrive, grow and lead, even
surpassing our own expectations.
To do this work, Collaborative
Fund partners look for groups that
give genuine leadership to girls and
young women, and involve them in
the design of programs.  This
means that girls and young women
attend meetings along with our
other partners, and make key 
decisions re g a rding the direction of
our work.

The Collaborative Fund model is a
unique national partnership that
includes funders; the girls, young
women and program staff of
the local organizations that we

fund; and re s e a rchers.  The first
round of the Collaborative Fund
leveraged over $4 million to
s u p p o rt local girl-serving org a n i-
zations.  The Ms. Foundation is
about to launch a second ro u n d
that will focus on how youth can
be supported as social change
agents and how that can happen
in single-gender and mixed-gen-
der settings.

A very special thank you to 
P. Catlin Fullwood, primary
author of this re p o rt, for her deep
commitment to this work and 
the long hours spent writing this
re p o rt and compiling existing 
documents.  To Judy Evans, Robin
Templeton and Marisha Wignaraja,
thank you for your editing skills
and passion for girls’ work.  To
our donor partners, thank you for
your commitment to and support
of the Collaborative Fund.  To our
grantee partners, thank you for
your integral participation in the
l e a rning process, which made the
re s e a rch work possible.  
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