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Girls growing up in poverty
may not have the support
or resources to succeed

in school and adequately
prepare for 21 century jobs
and, as a result, may

be unable to break the
poverty cycle.

The Power of Investing in Girls:
Lessons from the Field

Despite the affluence in Fairfield County, Connecticut, a large
number of girls in our region grow up in poverty and go on to
raise families in poverty.

ere are over 24,000 female-headed households with children age 18 and
younger in Fair eld County. Among those with children under 5, nearly half
live in poverty (de ned as a family of three making $16,090, according to the 2005
Federal Poverty Guidelines, U.S. Department of Health & Human Services).

What does it take to improve the lives of girls in Fair eld County? How can
one individual—or a collective giving strategy, such as the Fair eld County
Community Foundation’s Fund for Women and Girls—make a lasting, positive
impact in the lives of girls and the women they will become?

e Fair eld County Community Foundation’s Fund for Women and Girls
began its grantmaking in support of girls in 2003 with these questions and
others. Since then, we've distributed more than $780,000 to 22 organizations
for programs that addressed a diverse set of needs among girls. Cumulatively,
these programs reached over 1,200 girls living in Fair eld County.

e Fund’s grantmaking experience over ve years has resulted in key
lessons learned about the qualities of the most e ective programs for improving
the lives of girls, and about the role of funders in supporting e ective program-
ming. ese lessons helped shape the Fund’s emerging grantmaking strategy
and formed the basis of a new strategic investor framework that was imple-
mented in 2008.  is white paper summarizes these lessons and is 0 ered both
to donors and nonpro t organizations as a learning tool.

Fairfield County Girls Face Significant Challenges

On average, 8.5% of Connecticut children live in poverty—approximately
one out of 12 children. Yet 25.1% of Bridgeport children—one out of four—Ilive
in poverty. In Norwalk, one out of ten children lives in poverty (9.9%).2 Girls
growing up in poverty may not have the support or resources to succeed in
school and adequately prepare for 21 century jobs and, as a result, may be
unable to break the poverty cycle.

Fair eld County girls face other challenges that may prevent them from
reaching their full potential. At a December 2008 Fund for Women and Girls
learning circle, providers reported high levels of alcohol and substance
abuse among girls, as well as unprotected sexual activity leading to sexually
transmitted diseases and pregnancy. e providers’ observations are borne out
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Risk Behaviors of
Connecticut Teen Girls

Of the nearly 1,000 9t- 12t
grade girls surveyed:

29.3% admitted to feeling
sad or hopeless for a period
of two weeks or more

16.5% had seriously
considered suicide within
the last year

22.6% had smoked at least
one cigarette within the last
month

28.7% reported watching 3
or more hours of TV on the
average school day

59.8% described themselves
as trying to lose weight

45.3% had had at least one
alcoholic drink within the
last month

37.2% had used marijuana at
least once

41.8% had had sexual
intercourse at least once

Connecticut Department of
Public Health
2007 Youth Risk Behavior Survey
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by the results of the Connecticut Department of Health 2007 Survey of Teen
Risk Behaviors 2 (see sidebar).

Even more alarming was providers’ reports of seeing these risky behaviors
among younger and younger girls. While the majority of adolescent risk
behavior surveys focus on youth ages 12 and older, a 2000 University of
Connecticut prevalence study does support the providers’ observation.

is study reports that underage alcohol consumption in Fair eld County
is 20% higher than the national norm, and that the average age of onset is
11.7 years of age.* e American Medical Association warns, “Individuals
who rst use alcohol in the age range of 11 to 14 years are at much greater
risk of subsequently developing alcohol use disorders. Underage drinkers
are susceptible to several immediate consequences of alcohol use, including
blackouts, hangovers, and alcohol poisoning. ey also may be at elevated
risk for experiencing neurodegeneration (particularly in regions of the brain
responsible for learning and memory), impairments in functional brain
activity, and the appearance of neurocognitive de cits. Additionally, underage
drinking, the occurrence of drinking episodes, and a pattern of binge drinking
directly impair study habits and erode the development of transitional skills
needed for progression to adulthood.”

According to the Connecticut Children’s Medical Center’s “Dating Violence”
fact sheet, Connecticut leads the nation in reports of dating violence.® A
survey of Fair eld County teens conducted by the Norwalk-based Center
for Youth Leadership found that 26% of teens surveyed had been punched,
kicked or slapped by their partner during the past 12 months.” Girls are
disproportionately the victims of this violence.

Teen dating violence has long-term negative e ects for teens who are
victims. According to the Connecticut Children’s Medical Center, “Youth who
are victims of dating violence are more likely than other teens to use drugs,
have eating disorders, engage in risky sexual behaviors, become teen parents,
and contemplate or attempt suicide. And that is just during their teenage years.
As adults, teen dating violence victims are more likely than others to be victims
of domestic violence, a condition that leads to even more devastating e ects on
their health, their safety, and their families.”

e rising involvement of adolescent girls in the juvenile justice system is
also a continued concern. e number of girls involved in Connecticut’s court
systems has increased in recent years. According to “ e Social State of CT
2005,” published by the Institute for Innovation in Social Policy, “In just one
year—from 2003 to 2004—the number of girls referred for delinquency rose
from 2,765 to 3,583; status 0 ense referrals went from 1,611 to 1,869; detention
rose from 468 to 529; and probation increased from 631 to 713" e report
cited a 2002 University of Connecticut study that concluded that “girls needed
appropriate, gender-speci ¢ interventions to avoid long-term involvement in
the court system a er a status o ense.”
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“To be fully e ective for
girls and boys, the design
and operation of a program
must consider gender—not
in a manner that regards
gender di erences as innate
and unchangeable, butina
way that explores the social
construction 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.”

“The New Girls’ Movement:
Implications for Youth
Programs*

Ms. Foundation
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A Gender “Lens” is Critical

e Fund’s focus on programs that bene t women and girls was based
not only on the recognition of the signi cant challenges facing Fair eld
County women and girls, but also on the belief that women and girls were an
under-acknowledged and under-supported resource for regional leadership
and community development. Re ecting that belief, the Fund looked for
program models and practices that would build on girls’ unique strengths and
opportunities.

When we began supporting girls’ programming in 2003, it quickly became
clear there were no established in-county experts or best practices. Most of the
organizations responding to the Fund’s rst Request for Proposals had no prior
experience providing programming to girls. Further, when these programs
were funded and implemented, we found that they were not unilaterally
based in research about the speci ¢ needs of girls. e Fund’s grantmaking in
this area was not simply adding resources to an established program sector
but, rather, creating a new program sector within the Fair eld County youth
development landscape.

We turned to research conducted by the Ms. Foundation, and applied
its research regarding best practices to build a pro le of the key elements of
e ective programming for girls.  ose key practices and the Fund’s grant
review guidelines were communicated in all Requests for Proposals.  ese
documents also helped build awareness among providers of the program
design elements that would lead not just to a successful grant application, but
to a successful program for girls.

We identi ed the following ve key practices that are evident in e ective
girls’ programs. In each of these practice areas, the Fund found that it could
play a signi cant role in strengthening programming for girls.

Key Practice No. 1: Safe Environment

Programs that e ectively apply the gender lens to their service delivery
develop and maintain an environment in which girls feel physically and
emotionally safe. e most successful programs actively involve girls in the
development of an environment that permits the open sharing of ideas,
acceptance of di erences, and equal opportunities to lead and contribute.
Successful programs acknowledge diversity and work deliberately to ensure
that sta , curricula, and projects are culturally sensitive and that, in addition
to gender, program design re ects the unique socio-economic, developmental,
and cultural needs and characteristics of the group of girls they serve.

Accordingly, in forming groups, girls' programs need to pay special
attention to the ages of participants, the cultural and socio-economic
background of participants, and the special challenges a participant or group
of participants may face. is is critical to ensure that each participant will feel
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“E ective 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”

“The New Girls’ Movement:
Implications for Youth
Programs”

Ms. Foundation

safe and have the opportunity to be a contributing member. e size of groups
and frequency of meetings will also enhance or detract from the group’s feeling
of safety. Small groups that meet regularly will have an easier time fostering
safe, supportive relationships among participants.

Protecting the safety of the program environment is an on-going challenge
for girls’ program providers. Providers attending the 2008 learning circle noted
that problems that erupted between individual girls o en threatened the safety
and productivity of the entire group. Sta vigilance, sensitivity and creativity
are required to recognize and defuse issues before they impair participants’
perception of the program’s safety.'

Key Practice No. 2: Focus on Leadership Skills and Opportunities

e Ms. Foundations 2001 report, “ e New Girls’ Movement: Implications
for Youth Programs” notes: “E ective 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.”*!

Learning from the Ms. Foundation’s work, the Fund sought to support
programs that were e ective in building leadership skills through a girl-driven
program design that involves girls in:

| Identifying issues that concerned them,
1 Developing social action strategies for addressing those concerns, and

f Directly involving girls in the evaluation of their project’s success and
their personal development.

e Fund has found that the most successful programs also provide girls
with opportunities to learn leadership skills and apply their new skills in the
context of a group project. Involving girls in social change projects which
address a community issue through fundraising, research, and/or advocacy is a
particularly e ective device for developing leadership skills.

Social change projects help demonstrate to girls the power they have
not just to improve their own life circumstances, but to improve their
communities. By developing girls as community leaders, this leadership
advancement strategy also directly addresses the Fund’s concern that women
and girls are an under-tapped community resource.

Lastly, successful programs celebrate the success and commitment of
participating girls.

Key Practice No. 3: Sta Knowledge and Commitment

e Fund looked for programs with sta who understood female adolescent
development and had speci ¢ knowledge and expertise in gender-speci ¢
program delivery. When it became clear that this expertise was not widely
present among Fair eld County’s youth-serving organizations, we sought to
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Forging support from
families was a part of the
charge of creating a safe
space for girls in their
programs. If girls went home
to environments in which
they did not feel safe to
speak up and pursue goals,
the program’s impact was
diminished.

strengthen nonpro t expertise in these areas by supporting convening and
training opportunities for providers.

ese training and convening opportunities have helped develop the
expertise of the Fund and its nonpro t partners, and provided a valuable peer
networking opportunity for those providers focused on the unique needs of
women and girls.

Key Practice No. 4: Family Collaboration and Support

At the program level, girls achieved more when a collaboration was
formed among the girl, the program(s), and her family and signi cant others.
Providers found that family support a ected girls’ attendance, as well as their
participation in trips and events held outside of regular meeting times.

Providers also noted that forging support from families was a part of the
charge of creating a safe space for girls in their programs. If girls went home to
environments in which they did not feel safe to speak up and pursue goals, the
program’s impact was diminished.

Programs utilized a variety of strategies to foster support from families. One
provider implemented quarterly family dinners at which girls could share their
successes and goals. Another provider used home visits to assess the family
environment and to build trust and support from parents and guardians.

Key Practice No. 5: Girl-Driven Evaluation

Measuring impact is critical to any social investor. However, the Fund found
that measuring the results of the girls’ programs it supported presented a
unique set of challenges and opportunities.

e Fund designed a set of criteria to evaluate existing and future grantee
partners. Yet, evaluating programs was di  cult for several reasons. First, we
allowed our early grantee partners to de ne the problems they would address
and the outcomes they would seek, so proposals spanned grappling with
domestic violence and bullying to enhancing reading skills.  isdid noto er
us the opportunity to compare and contrast program e ectiveness among all
the funded programs. e Fund’s more recent grant cycles focused providers
on speci c girls’ achievement and leadership outcomes.

Second, programs struggle with collecting meaningful evaluative data.
In the early years of the Fund's grantmaking, programs were o en treading
in new territory and did not always have systems in place for measuring the
impact of these new programs on girls’ lives. Some programs that operate
in school settings continue to report considerable di culty in accessing the
baseline and follow-up academic and social data that would allow them to
e ectively evaluate the impact of services on girls’ achievement. 2

Girls’ programs have a unique opportunity to build on the impact and
e ectiveness of their programs by implementing girl-driven evaluation
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“Achieving gender equality
and empowering women
isagoal initself. It is also

a condition for building
healthier, better educated,
more peaceful and more
prosperous societies.

When women are fully
empowered and engaged, all
of society bene ts. Onlyin
this way can we successfully
take on the enormous
challenges confronting our
world...”

General Ban Ki-moon
United Nations Secretary
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programs. However, most Fair eld County providers are inexperienced with
these participatory evaluation frameworks.

e Ms. Foundation has developed and tested a number of tools that can
be used as part of a participatory evaluation framework and states the case for
using this type of evaluation: “Participatory research is grounded in principles
of inclusion, equal rights, and equal access...Participatory research stresses
fairness and respect, encourages the broadest possible distribution of power,
and requires that all members of a group share the decision-making.”*3

Girl-driven evaluations empower girls to re ect on their own success and
achievement, and use their ndings to in uence program development. e
participatory evaluation process reinforces their new skills in goal-setting
and problem-solving, and provides new opportunities for leadership and
participation.

Building organizational capacity to de ne and measure outcomes within a
girl-driven evaluation framework continues to be an important focus of Fund-
supported training for nonpro t providers.

The Next Chapter for the Fund for Women and Girls

Based on our research, in the spring of 2008 the Fund announced a new
grantmaking focus: increasing the economic security of low-income working
women with dependents. However, the Fund remains committed to developing
and supporting high quality, gender-speci c leadership development
programming for girls because this work is so interconnected.

Collaborative Learning

e Fund has found that collaborative learning that involves girls, providers,
and donors is a particularly e ective way to:

1 Identify the challenges facing girls and programs,
1 Share program strategies, and

f Build organizational capacity to implement best practices and conduct
e ective evaluation.

e Fund’s grantee partners were strengthened by Fund-supported learning
opportunities that brought them together with other nonpro t colleagues who
had similar objectives and faced similar challenges. e Fund itself bene tted
by strengthening our knowledge and expertise of issues facing girls and by
forging new community partnerships. An added bene t of collaborative
learning is that it gives the Fund the opportunity to practice what we preach:
building safe environments and processes for participatory learning and
decision-making that mirror the environments and processes we hope to nd
in girls’ programs.

e Fund will continue to lead the development of this eld in Fair eld

www.fccfoundation.org 6



County by supporting continued opportunities for collaborative learning and
by nding new ways to involve Fair eld County girls in our learning processes.

Meeting the Diverse Needs of Fair eld County Girls

In order to help the Fund’s nonpro t partners e ectively meet the needs
of their highest risk girls, we also need to expand the collaborative learning
process to include experts from educational, violence prevention, and juvenile
justice elds, among others. Girls’ programs that serve the highest risk girls
may need to incorporate additional program elements to achieve positive
outcomes with the girls they serve.

For example, research into the needs of girls involved in the juvenile
justice system indicates that these girls bene t from programs that include a
strong mental health component focused on trauma reduction.** s type of
programming is best delivered by quali ed mental health professionals and

Young_er girls, ages 9-12, may be outside the expertise of most girls’ programs. With further work, the
are at increased risk of Fund can help our nonpro t partners develop a menu of best practices that are
substance use, sexual targeted to the unique needs of diverse groups of girls, as well as the limitations

activity, and violence.These  of the models and practices we have identi ed.
girls are more vulnerable

because they lack the e Fund can also take an important role in helping providers nd
maturity, knowledge, and new models and strategies for working with younger girls, ages 9-12, who
communication skills to are at increased risk of substance use, sexual activity, and violence.  ese
navigate risk. Because of girls are more vulnerable because they lack the maturity, knowledge, and

their age, the partnership communication skills to navigate risk. Because of their age, the partnership of
of parents, guardians, parents, guardians, and schools is even more important. e Fund can help
and schools is even more build Fair eld County nonpro ts’ capacity to serve younger girls by helping
important. to build community understanding of the risks facing girls ages 9-12 and the

need for gender-speci ¢ and developmentally appropriate programming that
supports these girls.

Social Networking as a Tool

Social networking technology holds tremendous potential for girls’
programs, and the Fund can help develop our nonpro t partners’ capacity to
use this new technology safely and e ectively.

Social media such as Facebook or MySpace, along with e-mail and text
messaging, o er a great resource for expanding our collaborative learning
network and for using that network to creatively address emerging issues in
real time. Our nonpro t partners have noted the bene t of networking with
peers. e development of a web-based social network would allow girls’
program providers to contact each other regularly for support, suggestions,
and collaboration.

Social networking technologies also o er powerful new possibilities for
reaching out to and connecting with girls. Of course, safety and con dentiality
of program participants will be a priority. If these digital tools are used in girls’
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The Fund for Women and
Girls was established in 1998
by women for women. It is a
permanent Field of Interest
fund of the Fair eld County
Community Foundation

in Connecticut, and is the
largest women'’s fund in New
England.

The Fund’s objectives include
identifying and addressing
the needs of women and
girlsin Fair eld County,

and encouraging collective,
targeted giving to create
positive change for women
and girls in Fair eld County’s
communities.

In 2007, the Fund published
the rstcomprehensive
research study on the status
of women and girls in

Fair eld County, “Holding
Up Half the Sky.” The report
and additional information
about the Fund or the

Fair eld County Community
Foundation is available at
www.fccfoundation.org.

programs, the challenge of creating a safe space will be expanded to include a
safe cyberspace.

Lastly, social networking technologies o er great new tools for communi-
cating with parents, guardians, schools, and other key constituencies. Recog-
nizing that these constituencies are critical to achieving our long-term vision,
both the Fund and our nonpro t partners need to build our capacity to take
advantage of digital technologies to achieve our objectives.

Measuring Impact

As the Fund shi s its grantmaking focus to women’'s economic security, we
will also look to build the capacity of girls' programs to measure their impact
on the future economic security of the girls they serve.

Our vision is of a county where all women and girls have the skills and
support they need to build a rewarding and secure life for themselves and
their families. Programs that strengthen girls are an important part of making
that vision a reality. As we begin our next ten years, we will work with our
nonpro tpartnersto nd ways to measure the long-term impact of their
programs and to use what we learn to continue to develop and enhance
programs that improve the lives of women and girls in Fair eld County.

The Fund for Women and Girls Thanks Our Girls’ Program Partners
Since 2003

Catholic Charities Family & Children’s Ralphola Taylor
Agency Community Center/
Center for Women and Central CT Coast
Families EFC, Inc. FSW, Inc. YMCA
Center for Youth Girls Scout Council of ReadyKids
Leadership SW Connecticut
) ) RYASAP (Regional
CTE, Inc. Housatonic Community Youth/Adult Substance
College Foundation, Inc. :
Danbury Youth Services J Abuse Project)
Human Services :
i Stamford Youth Services
Discovery Museum Council of Mid-Fair eld g, ron
Domus Foundation Norwalk Housing SoundWaters
Fair eld University Foundation _
) YWCA of Greenwich
Family Centers Project Return

For More Information About Girls Programming

For information about Fund for Women and Girls’ sponsored training for
nonpro torganizations interested in girls’ programming, contact Jan Laster,
RYASAP Wellness Partnership Director, at 203.579.2727, ext. 310.
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If you would like to join others
in supporting the work of
the Fund for Women and
Girls, you can make a secure,
online donation at www.
fccfoundation.org, or mail a
check payable to FCCF Fund
for Women and Girls to the
Fair eld County Community
Foundation, 383 Main Ave.,
Norwalk, CT 06851.

Thank you!
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