
 

Changing the World One Girl at a Time 

By Nicole Westmoreland 

Twelve teenagers from San Jose came 

together nearly two years ago as shy, 

quiet girls with big ideas.  They wanted 

to persuade more young people to pay 

attention to problems in their 

communities and step up to help solve 

them.  The teens decided to produce a 

video for their peers about creating 

social change. With some support and 

coaching from their mentors, the girls 

lobbied area television stations to air 

the video, an effort that landed them 

on a local talk show and a segment on 

the NBC affiliate�s evening news. Their 

next goal? To take their video and 

campaign to the Oprah Winfrey Show.  

What these group of girls have 

accomplished is exactly the outcome 

the founders of Girls For A Change 

(GFC) had in mind when they started the 

organization: middle- and high-school 

aged girls from low-income backgrounds 

leading social change in their 

communities with the aid of mentorship 

from professional women. Thousands of 

girls from Silicon Valley and the Bay 

Area have participated so far in dynamic 



projects of their own design, after 

meeting through GFC. 

 

�Don�t Solve it for Us� 

The seed of GFC was a study that 

founders Niko Clifford and Whitney 

Smith conducted  on behalf of Silicon 

Valley�s Office of Women�s advocacy in 

2000. The two, who had worked together 

at Girls Scouts of America (Santa Clara 

County) as well as and the Silicon 

Valley Girls Coalition (SVGC), surveyed  

4,000 girls from low-income 

backgrounds in Silicon Valley  to better 

understand the challenges those girls 

faced. The girls surveyed said they 

believed that they had access to a 

bright future, but didn�t have the 

resources or support to move forward. 

Additionally, the girls mentioned one 

common request: Don�t fix things for us. 

Let us identify a problem and come up 

with solutions on our own. That request 

became the driving idea behind Girls for a 

Change. After securing a grant from The 

Joint Powers Authority of the City of 

San Jose and The County of Santa Clara, 

Smith and Clifford launched GFC in 2001 

with the mission to serve girls in a unique 

and interactive way.  

 



The model they developed looks like 

this:  GFC provides middle school and 

high school girls with the resources 

and support to work in teams within 

their own community. The girls come 

together in teams to define the 

problem, create a strategy, and 

execute the plan for helping their 

communities. They are assigned two 

women coaches who help facilitate 

building the plan, as well as executing 

it.  

 

�We provide support and resources, 

from soup to nuts, on how to be a 

leader who can effect social change,� 

Clifford says. �Girls care deeply about 

their communities and see the little 

problems that adults often miss. They 

want to be able to walk safely from 

home or to have a clean neighborhood. 

These are the problems they want to 

fix.� 

 

The girls are recruited though 

outreach programs at local schools, 

group homes, and emergency housing. GFC 

holds workshops to attract young 

girls to the program by offering them a 

chance to learn from mentors, build 

leadership skills, and to effectively 



carry out a plan from start to finish. 

Last year, GFC had 30 social action 

teams and has 40 teams working 

together in 2004. GFC services about 

1,000 girls per year in Silicon Valley and 

another 200 girls from other parts of 

the Bay Area, such as Oakland and East 

Palo Alto.  

 

�Women are not generally good 

philanthropists,� says Clifford. �We have 

a bigger fear in giving away our money 

compared to men. This program teaches 

young girls to give back to the 

community so that when they become 

women, they can give both time and 

money.� 

 

Benefits for Women Business Leaders, 

Too 

GFC also recruits professional women 

to act as coaches in helping the teams 

execute their plans for social change. 

Most of these women come from local 

corporations, political organizations, or 

non-profits. Being a part of GFC provides 

the women with 40 hours of 

professional development training in 

areas such as project management, 

public speaking, fundraising, and 

facilitation. In addition, they get access 



to a network of other highly engaged 

professional women.  

 

�These women need to be sure of 

themselves and their own abilities 

before they can help the girls achieve 

their project goals,� says Clifford. The 

ethnic makeup of the teams is 93% non-

white, which is also reflected in the 

makeup of the women who coach them 

(58% non-white).  

 

Many of the companies and associations 

involved with GFC allow their employees 

to train or work with the girls during 

office hours. Organizations that work 

with Girls for a Change include National 

Semiconductor, Microsoft and Citibank.  

 

Results for Girls and Their Communities 

In addition to helping their communities, 

the girls involved with GFC get a chance 

to learn about the triad of American 

commerce today: non-profits, 

corporations and the political arena. 

The girls learn how to fundraise, write 

grants, encourage political support or 

get city or county approval. 

 

�The girls walk away with a belief in their 

own accomplishments,� Clifford adds. 



They think, �I made this happen. What else 

can I do?� They see firsthand the 

changes they�ve made, no matter how 

small.� 

 

The 7th through 12th graders stay on 

teams for 2 years and can then train to 

become a coach and possibly on the 

board of directors for GFC. The board 

will open up seats to as many girls 

interested in this responsibility. In fact, 

there is a co-presidency of the board: 

one adult and one girl.  

 

GFC is also encouraging local 

commissions, companies and non-profits 

to open junior board seats to these 

proactive girls. Clifford hopes this will 

give the girls a view of at the behind-

the-scenes  decision-making at the Bay 

Area�s most prominent businesses and 

governments.  

 

From Kitchen Table to Fellowship Ranks 

Shortly after the inception of GFC, 

Clifford was able to move off of her 

kitchen table and into the start up 

network of Social Fusion and The 

Women�s Technology Cluster (WTC).  

 



�Social Fusion and WTC is like a family,� 

says Clifford. �For an organization 

trying to get off the ground, it is an 

amazing resource. There is always 

someone there to give advice and 

support when you need it most.� 

 

In the summer of 2003, Clifford was 

awarded a prestigious fellowship with 

the Draper Richards Foundation for her 

vision and work with GFC. With this 

fellowship, GFC was granted $300,000 

to support current sustainability and 

national expansion. 

 

GFC�s grand vision is to have 10 sites 

across the country. The near-term goal 

is to add a second site by 2005 with the 

program launched in 2006. Cities being 

considered are Austin, Texas, Boston, 

Mass., and Sacramento, Calif., among 

others. In fact, Smith has recently been 

hired on as a co-executive director with 

Clifford to set the next phase of GFC 

in motion.  

 

This expansion is dearly needed, 

according to Clifford. She cites dire 

statistics about women�s participation in 

leadership in the United States: Women 

make up just 13% of the two houses of 



Congress. Women only make $.76 on the 

dollar. In 10 years, that has increased by 

just 1 cent. Locally, less than 1 in 10 

decision makers at Silicon Valley 

companies are women. While women have 

done much to advance their position in 

the last 50 years, there is more that 

can be done. Clifford hopes that GFC�s 

work will advance women�s issues by 

starting with young girls.  

 

�If we were to reach our goal of helping 

10,000 girls per year, we could actually 

change who is sitting at the decision-

making tables in corporations, non-profit 

organizations, and political parties,� 

says Clifford. �Now, that would be an 

amazing change indeed.� 

 


