	


Rising up: Empowered girls make the move from middle to high school

By Jenny Bergen For the Camera
Friday, April 25, 2008 
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Left to right, Miah Yager, Mayra Garza and Ibon Martinez work on a dance routine during a Girls on the Rise meeting. The program, led by the Women's Wilderness Institute, helps middle-schoolers make the transition to high school.

Fifteen-year-old Miah Yager is getting ready to leave the people she calls her second family. As it does every year, Manhattan Middle School will soon say goodbye to the eighth-graders moving on to high school. But during the last two months Yager has had help in preparing for her departure from the school she calls home.
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Yager is one of five eighth-grade girls participating in Girls on the Rise, a program the Women's Wilderness Institute started in February. The seven-month-long program is designed to help girls during the often vulnerable and rough transition from middle school to high school.

"The reason we targeted girls is that when girls go through middle school and high school, that's a time where you can really use a lot of extra support, guidance, new ideas and a boost of self confidence," said Wendy Gruenberg Wray, marketing director at the Women's Wilderness Institute.

The Women's Wilderness Institute is celebrating its 10-year anniversary this year. The organization offers wilderness adventures for women and teenage girls ranging from one-day to weeklong trips. There are many programs to choose from, including rock climbing, yoga, backpacking, mountain biking and fly fishing, as well as creative retreats in writing and photography. Other courses are offered for survivors of cancer and survivors of trauma. Although participants in Girls on the Rise have the option to take part in wilderness programs, the group does most of its activities at Manhattan and around Boulder.

Lindsay Miller, the director of Girls on the Rise, chose Manhattan Middle School to test the pilot program. Girls on the Rise will follow the five girls from Manhattan to their new home at Fairview High School.

"When you look at the life stages of girls and when they start to question who they are and start to find their own voices and figure out how they want to use those voices in the world, a lot of that happens in middle school," Wray said. "The transition from eighth grade to ninth grade is an enormous step for girls."

Wray said this period brings up a lot of questions of self-awareness. What used to be cool maybe isn't cool anymore.

"There's a lot of opportunity for when girls feel really good about themselves and have tools to really cope with all the different things they're learning and finding out," Wray said. "They can really navigate through that time of life in a very positive and self-assured way, but the case with most girls is there just isn't enough support during that time of life."

Wray said this is a time when kids really start making choices about everything from what they're interested in to who their friends are going to be, as well as what they experiment with, such as drugs and sex.

The program is split up into five four-week modules. The first module's theme introduced the girls to the program and one another and allowed them to find a safe space to connect and really open up.

"The idea was to have a progression, because girls like to learn in a sequential way and have little bits of information at a time," Wray said.

"Planting New Seeds," the second module, started in the beginning of April. It focuses on body acceptance, expression of emotions through movement and internal and external boundaries.

"We're looking at what our bodies do for us rather than how they look," Miller said.

One of the program's goals is to foster positive body image and a positive relationship between the girls and their bodies. The girls have been learning choreography for the past few weeks to work on this goal.

"We get to do fun stuff, like dancing, and we talk about our bodies and personal problems," 14-year-old Ana Arellano said.

The group met April 17 with the Boulder Youth Body Alliance, a group of New Vista High School peer educators who brought their "Yay Scale Project" to the Girls on the Rise. The project takes regular scales and replaces the numbers with positive adjectives. Instead of seeing a number you might think is too high, you see a phrase like "I'm fabulous" in its place.

With the school year coming to an end, the girls will meet a only a few times in the summer with an optional wilderness course.

"I think that the traditional outdoor model has been a little bit more male-centered traditionally," Miller said. "What's really great about our organization is that we focus on the positive qualities and the strength and the courage that girls and women have in the positive sense, rather than in the negative sense that our culture can tend to label our women in some cases. It's that empowering model of just recognizing the beauty in each girl."

One of the last activities the girls will do as a group is a fashion project in the fall.

"It's an opportunity for them to create a piece of clothing from organic materials, and to present how that expresses their uniqueness," Miller said. "It's kind of an unconventional runway show where they're talking about, 'I am this way, and I like this about myself.'"

At the end of each week's meeting, the group closes with members sprinkling glitter on themselves after having shared their thoughts from the day's activities. Yager's hair shimmered with glitter by the end of the group.

"I like this program because I can shine my light out," Yager said.




© 2006 Daily Camera and Boulder Publishing, LLC.

