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ABSTRACT
To help combat esteem issues and mental health crises related to bullying and other
disempowering circumstances that some adolescent females may face, a curriculum
was developed for a social work-driven, skill building, peer support group –
#LikeAGirl! This program was designed to increase participants’ perceived of
empowerment, elevate participants’ sense of community, and support a desire among
participants to empower other girls. The curriculum was created with the intention of
indirectly reducing girl-on-girl bullying. #LikeAGirl! was designed to be facilitated at
a high school with 10-15 female students, ages 14-18, for the duration of 5 weekly
meetings. The curriculum concentrated on five primary areas: vulnerability,
communication, relationships, social media, and personal control. Unfortunately, this
program was unable to launch due to the school’s closure as a result of the COVID19 pandemic. Therefore, feedback from participants was not possible. It must be
noted, however, that school social workers would be an optimal choice for facilitating
#LikeAGirl!
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DESCRIPTION OF THE PROJECT
Significantly associated with disempowerment of adolescent females is the
relationship and dynamics between girls and their peers. Kessel Schneider,
O’Donnell, Stueve, & Coulter (2012) found girls were more likely than boys to
report, both, school bullying and cyberbullying, and that one-third of girls surveyed
experienced some form of bullying. Nation et al. (2008) defined bullying as a “power
differential between the victim and perpetrator" (p. 212) and suggested the repeated
breakdown of power may be a contributor to ongoing victimization. Adolescents who
were victims of bullying were often also subject to disempowering circumstances and
reported experiencing lowered self-esteem (Barker et al., 2008). They were also
“more than four times as likely to experience depressive symptoms and more than
five times as likely to attempt suicide as non-victims” (Kessel Schneider et al., 2012,
p. 175).
To help combat esteem issues and mental health crises for teen girls, the
author has proposed #LikeAGirl! – a social work-driven skill building & peer support
group. #LikeAGirl! was created to achieve the primary goal of empowering young
girls by: (1) discussing and analyzing reoccurring themes adolescent females
commonly encounter, (2) teaching participants new skills to cope with
disempowering circumstances, and (3) creating an environment that fosters a new
sense of community among participants. The curriculum for #LikeAGirl! is designed
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to meet the goal of empowering young women with the intent of indirectly reducing
bullying.
Research has shown that anti-bullying programs have minimal-to-no success
combating the issue of bullying (Jiménez-Barbero et al., 2016; Zych et al., 2015).
Kalman (2013) goes a step further and states that many available anti-bullying
programs can actually contribute to the problem through unintended consequences.
He provides a couple of examples including labeling individuals as bullies, thereby
making them the bully; encouraging the reporting of bullying, which can lead to
retaliation; and the punitive process for bullying, which can contribute to other issues
a person might be facing that is manifested into bullying behaviors. Instead, programs
should focus on improving peer dynamics, in general, including ways to integrate
youth who experience peer rejection, social anxiety, and depression (Kaufman et al.,
2018) and methods to cope with events which are out of a person’s control (Kalman,
2013). The #LikeAGirl! curriculum never directly addresses bullying, but rather
works to address issues that contribute to bullying and other disempowering
circumstances.
#LikeAGirl! utilizes psychoeducation by providing members with targeted
education on the topics by imparting and integrating factual information. The psychoeducational component provides opportunities for members to learn new information
and skills related to empowerment, vulnerability, communication, relationships, and
control. The skill building and peer support component will allow the facilitator to
link members so that they can see that others share their concerns (Falco & Bauman,
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2014). #LikeAGirl! is designed for the facilitator to use solution-focused brief therapy
practices that concentrate on empowering the girls. This will be achieved, in part, by
finding solutions in the present time, rather than diving deep into past childhood
traumas. The curriculum for #LikeAGirl! supports creative solutions that include
long-term skill-building techniques and access to information, resources, and
community support.
The #LikeAGirl curriculum developed by this author was for a five-week
skill-building and peer support group that could be facilitated at any high school.
However, #LikeAGirl! was specifically designed to be implemented on the campus of
Summerville Union High School in Tuolumne, CA. The group was to be comprised
of adolescent girls between the ages of 14-18.

OBJECTIVE OF THE PROJECT
The primary goal of #LikeAGirl! was broken down into three measurable
objectives.
1. Create an increased sense of empowerment among participants including:
a. Develop an understanding of the definition of empowerment
b. Develop an understanding of what empowerment means to the
participant and what it means to feel empowered
c. Enhance perceived level of personal empowerment and self-esteem
d. Acquire knowledge and skills related to bettering participants’
perceived level of personal empowerment and self-esteem.
2. Increase participants’ sense of community support as demonstrated by:
a. Established comradery among participants
b. Improved understanding of who at school and/or in their
community the participant can seek assistance from when needed.
3. Foster a desire among participants to empower other girls, as
demonstrated by:
a. Acquiring knowledge and skills related to improving female peers’
level of personal empowerment and self-esteem
b. Recognizing benefits of supporting fellow women.

Participants who experience an increased sense of empowerment would also
likely experience increased self-esteem and an increased understanding of and ability
4
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to apply new skills learned through participation in the program. #LikeAGirl! seeks to
foster a desire among participants to empower other girls, particularly girls not
participating in #LikeAGirl! in an effort to spread a sense of empowerment among
female students’ school-wide and hopefully reduce girl-on-girl bullying.
In order to ensure these objectives are met, the curriculum includes a preparticipation questionnaire (pre-test), to be completed by participants near the
beginning of the first group meeting, and a post-participation questionnaire (post-test)
to be completed at the end of the final group meeting. The pre and post-tests contain
the same questions regarding the participants’ understanding of empowerment, their
perceived level of empowerment and self-esteem, and their knowledge regarding
skills and resources to improve their own and a peer’s self-esteem.

SIGNIFICANCE OF THE PROJECT
Among critical issues of this era (racial equality, immigration issues, and
police brutality), feminism – including the empowerment of women, their right to
equality, and their right to be free of sexual assault – is at the forefront of political
movements. This is evidenced by a surge of women’s empowerment movements in
recent years. An estimated 470,000 people participated in the Women’s March in
Washington, D.C. in January 2017, more than three times the number of spectators at
the inauguration for president Trump (Wallace & Parlapiano, 2017). There were
approximately 900 additional women’s marches on that date worldwide with
approximately 4 million participants in the United States (Chenoweth & Pressman,
2017). Another recent feminist movement, Me Too, had the hashtag, #MeToo, shared
an average of 55,000 times a day from October 2017 to October 2018 (Brown, 2018).
#LikeAGirl! seeks to support adolescent women in breaking down barriers to their
own empowerment and encourage the empowerment of their fellow female peers.
The National Association of Social Workers’ Code of Ethics identifies six
core values of the social work profession: service, social justice, dignity and worth of
the person, importance of human relationships, integrity, and competence (NASW,
2017). This project includes all core values. #LikeAGirl! serves young women who
are considered a vulnerable population by the NASW promoting social justice by
pushing for the empowerment of these minor female participants. The objectives of
#LikeAGirl! are to support participants is learning their own value and deservedness
6
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of love and happiness through connection with their peers and their school
community. The facilitator’s job for #LikeAGirl! would be to support participants in
meeting these objectives through open and honest conversation and a review of
services and resources available to participants, which would require the facilitator to
tailor each program to the geographical area and population being served. This task is
in line with the NASW principles (2017).
Perkins & Zimmermann (1995) define empowerment as one’s ability, or their
belief in their ability to control their life, settings, and resources through critical
reflection and involvement in their community or identified groups. In an age marked
by the empowerment of women, where the empowerment of young girls is promoted
by celebrities, national organizations, and media campaigns, it is concerning that
adolescent girls continue to face disempowerment in their socio-cultural
environments, contributing to and possibly exacerbated by bullying, often by their
female peers and all too often perpetuated by social norms cultivated by the white
middle class man who dictates unrealistic and often fully unattainable standards
(Currie et al., 2007).

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE

Many questions remain about adolescent females’ understanding of feminism
and empowerment. With all the recent movements (including women’s marches,
increasingly popular feminism beliefs, and the current political unrest) and their
prevalence on media platforms, the phenomenon of disempowerment and its
associated consequences of bullying and psychological distress only appeared to have
remained constant, or possibly even increased. This reality begs the question, what
components are required of a program to successfully combat disempowering
circumstances, including bullying?
Empowerment and Disempowerment
While empowerment in reference to an individual is the ability and process by
which a person is able to take control over their life and achieve their goals,
Empowerment Theory outlines practitioner support of a subject in working within
their environment to cultivate their strengths and improve equity and self-efficacy
(Zimmerman, 2000). The intent of the proposed project is to support adolescent girls
with learning to understand and utilize this concept to improve their ability to control
their actions and reactions, and improve their self-image and interpersonal
relationships by discussing, educating, and learning to navigate disempowering
circumstances.
As previously noted, bullying can be described as a difference in power
between the antagonist and protagonist (Nation et al., 2008). However, power varies
8
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from empowerment in that power requires a relationship in which one has power over
another, while empowerment is “a more stable characteristic or resource developed
by an individual or group" (Nation et al., 2008, p. 212). Power then becomes a
commodity, but one that society deems inappropriate to be valued by girls. This
phenomenon forces some girls to discretely seek and express power and the
experience associated feeling of invulnerability (Currie, Kelly, & Pomerantz, 2007).
Currie et al. (2007) recognizes one power that is held by girls is control over their
status groups, and their research identified “meanness” as “discursive acts of ridicule,
name-calling, backstabbing, gossip and 'the silent treatment'” (p. 26) used to maintain
status and boundaries amongst adolescent females and their peer groups.
Nation et al. (2008) and Kamal notes the importance in understanding that
bullying can be unintendedly reinforced by school faculty who perpetuate
competition, maintain relationships in which students are disempowered, and
minimalize strained relationships among peers. While it is unclear if there is a casual
relationship, there is a correlation between bullying (including both cyberbullying and
bullying that occurs on school campuses) and academic performance and school
attachment. Yang et al. (2018) found that a positive school climate is vital to support
student engagement, academic success, and can support a reduction in bullying. Poor
school performance can also be considered a disempowering circumstance. Kessel
Schneider et al. (2012) found that 16.1% of youth receiving mostly D’s and F’s
reported being victims of some form of bullying, whereas, only 7.4% of youth
receiving mostly A’s reported being victims of bullying. That study additionally
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found students with the least amount of attachment to their school were nearly 3 times
as likely to report bullying victimization than were students who reported the most
connection to their school community (14.9% vs 5.6%) (Kessel Schneider et al.,
2012, p. 173).
In addition to bullying, the disempowerment of adolescent girls is possibly
related to the social and cultural dynamics of girlhood. Currie et al. (2007) indicates
that “while it may indeed be girls who police the boundaries of femininity through
public gossip about girls' looks and sexual agency, they do so through a 'male gaze'
(p. 32). The risk is that bullying, shaming, rejection, and/or earning a ‘slut’ label
(even while denying their own sexual desires) in an effort to avoid the classification
can result from deviating from this social accepted norm that dictates:
…girls must be pretty but not 'self-absorbed' about their appearance;
they must be attractive to boys but not seen to be too sexually
'forward'; they must be noticed and liked by the 'right people' but not a
social climber; independent but not a 'loner'. (Currie et al., 2007, p.
24)
Psychological Effects
Another significant consequence of the disempowering of young females and
repeated bullying victimization is the prevalent occurrences of psychological distress.
Bullying victims, and adolescents who were subject to disempowering circumstances
like bullying, also reported lowered self-esteem and depressive symptoms (Zych et
al., 2015) and were “more than four times as likely to experience depressive
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symptoms and more than five times as likely to attempt suicide as were nonvictims”
(Kessel Schneider et al., 2012, p. 175). Monto, McRee, & Deryck (2018) found that
Nonsuicidal Self-Injury (NSSI), or more simply, the physical hurting of oneself
without wanting to die, was associated with bullying, fighting, forced sexual
experiences, and thoughts of self-harm or suicide, substance abuse, and feelings of
depression. They additionally found NSSI actions were “carried out by more than 1 in
10 high-school-aged boys and about 1 in 4 high-school-aged girls in a given year”
(Monto et al., 2018, p. 1,046).
Chronic exposure to disempowering circumstances including bullying
victimization though older adolescence is also marked by antisocial behaviors (Barker
et al., 2008). A lack of social competence and “a delay in a child’s psychosocial
development that is also reflected in [bullying perpetrators and victims] difficulty
engaging in cooperative decision-making with their parents and friends” (Nation et
al., 2008, p. 215). A transition from victimization to perpetration was also noted by
several researchers, including Barker et al. (2008), who noted youths who
experienced significant victimization at an earlier age, whether or not the
victimization was continuing, were more likely to become bullying perpetrators in an
effort to regain power.
Interventions Available and Intervention Needs
Possible strategies to combat the disempowerment of adolescent females
could include reevaluating and developing policies to serve an entire school
community in relation to bullying, as well as, developing “school- and community-
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based preventive interventions” (Barker et al., 2008, p. 1,036) that target individuals
and groups involved directly or indirectly in the empowerment/disempowerment of
their peers in group settings and youth involved chronically in a bully-victim relation
for more individual therapeutic interventions. Research suggests that social worker
led programs that address bullying in a school setting do positively impact
participants (Vreeman & Carroll, 2007). Reductions in bullying have been found in
programs that do not differentiate between perpetrator and victim (Zych et al., 2015).
Della-Cioppa (2015) reviewed multiple bullying and cyber bullying interventions and
noted many programs failed “to engage multiple systemic levels, failing to tailor the
program to the specific needs of the school, and a lack of follow-up measures to
ensure that positive outcomes were maintained” (p. 62). Given the prevalence of
technology in the lives of modern youth, technological aspects are important
inclusions in a program designed to address bullying in order to utilize tools and
experiences relevant to the target population (Nocentini, Zambuto, & Menesini,
2015).

METHODOLOGY
This project was to be completed through four parts: concept development,
curriculum development, group planning, and facilitation. Personal experience
witnessing bullying among middle school girls that included name calling, degrading,
threats of violence, and ultimately violence between female peers led the original
conceptualization of a peer support group among adolescent girls. The intention was
to help young women empower one another instead of tearing one another down. An
interest in the extant research on bullying, power and control dynamics between
adolescent females, Empowerment Theory, societal empowerment, the
disempowerment of women, and empowerment between women further guided the
development of this graduate project.
An initial meeting was held in Spring 2019, between the project developer and
the principal at Summerville High School in Tuolumne, CA. The initial concept of
#LikeAGirl! was presented to the principal with a list of topics identified related to
adolescent girl empowerment and/or disempowerment and girl-on-girl
bullying/relational issues. It was decided the project would consist of five group
sessions. The first group would cover vulnerability and courage to create an
atmosphere of openness, commonality, and trust among participants. The project
developer and the principal agreed upon four other topics that were identified as areas
of concern: communication, relationships, social media, and personal control. The
curriculum would address each area directly while addressing bullying between girls
13
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indirectly. This was purposeful, so that the group would not be deemed specifically as
a bullying intervention, but rather an opportunity to improve the empowerment, sense
of community, and peer support of participants.
The project developer utilized existing research to populate the curriculum for
#LikeAGirl! (see Appendix A). Each group session curriculum contained objectives,
considerations for the facilitator, an agenda, a handout, and homework to keep the
participants engaged and growing between groups. Group curriculum was designed to
utilize psychoeducation, discussion, and opportunities to develop and practice new
skills.
The first group session included a discussion of the group’s intentions and the
concept of empowerment, introductions, and creation of group agreements. The group
would then discuss the topic of, Vulnerability and Courage, review the first handout,
and participate in the activity, Say Something Nice, where participants say something
complimentary or something they admire about the participant next to them. The first
group would conclude with an explanation of the homework and distribution of
supplies for the participants to complete the homework. The agendas for each
subsequent group included reviewing the group agreements, reviewing the prior topic
and homework, discussing the selected topic, reviewing the handout, and
participating in Say Something Nice.
There was to be a pre-test completed during the first group by each participant
regarding understanding of empowerment and personal beliefs on self-empowerment,
self-esteem, community support, and the empowerment of others. A post-test was to
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be completed at the conclusion of the final group. The pre and post-test was to be
used to measure the success of the project. The project developer created a formal
proposal for the formation of #LikeAGirl! (see Appendix B), and an informed
consent form for minor participants (see Appendix C).
Once the proposal, curriculum, and consent form were complete, all
components were sent to the principal of Summerville High School and second
meeting was arranged to review the materials and complete a Memorandum of
Understanding between the project developer and the high school. At the meeting, the
principal approved the curriculum and signed the Memorandum of Understanding.
Regarding group planning, the principal of Summerville High School agreed
the school staff would identify 10-15 female high school students to participate in
#LikeAGirl!. Participants would include female students who were considered
perpetrators and victims of girl-on-girl bullying. The group would also include girls
who struggled to integrate into social settings and girls who were considered popular
and/or leaders amongst their peers. The varying types of participants was intended to
allow for mixing of social groups in the school and relationship building among
participants.
School staff would distribute and collect consent forms to secure the students
participation in the group. The school agreed to provide a classroom for the project
developer to facilitate the groups in. Groups were to be held weekly on Thursdays
from March 12, 2020, through April 9, 2020, during the students’ lunch hour. The
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school additionally agreed to allow participants to be released early from their classes
prior to the lunch period so that participants could get lunch and eat during the group.
The week before #LikeAGirl! was to launch, the project developer spoke with
the principal of Summerville High School who reported school staff were
experiencing difficulty confirming participants. The principal reported the language
in the informed consent form caused some youth and/or parents to feel as though the
groups would be “too heavy” or carry a stigma of therapy. The project developer and
the principal agreed the groups would be pushed back one week to begin on March
19, 2020, and on March 12, 2020, the project developer would come to the high
school in an attempt to explain the group in-person and recruit more participants.
A flyer was created to promote the benefits of participation in #LikeAGirl!
(see Appendix D). A sign that mimicked the flyer was made. On March 12, 2020, the
project developer set up a table at Summerville High School during the lunch hour.
The project developer handed out snacks and flyers promoting #LikeAGirl!. Several
students signed up to participate and agreed to have their parents review and complete
the informed consent. Between students who were initially signed up, and students
who agreed to participate during the project developer’s visit to the school, it
appeared there would be enough students to facilitate the group.
#LikeAGirl! was scheduled to begin on March 19, 2020. On March 15, 2020,
Summerville High School closed their campus and suspended in-person school
attendance at the advisement of Tuolumne County Department of Public Health – due
to the COVID-19 pandemic. On April 3, 2020, Summerville High School announced
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that it would not reopen its campus during the 2019-2020 school year. Summerville
High School, along with most schools across the country, continued academic
instruction through a form of distance learning. Due to the school closure and the
shelter-in-place order issued by California Governor Gavin Newsom on March 19,
2020, as a result the COVID-19, facilitation of #LikeAGirl! did not occur.

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
The overall goal of #LikeAGirl! was to empower young women. This
program sought to achieve this goal by tackling disempowering issues participants
would commonly encounter, while building new skills, and fostering a new sense of
community with the intent of indirectly reducing bullying. The curriculum designed
for this group included topics of vulnerability and courage, communication,
relationships (including non-romantic relationships), social media, and control. It was
determined through research and collaboration with the school where the peer support
group was to be piloted, that these topics were of the most importance to support
participants in achieving the goals of the program.
Unfortunately, the facilitation of #LikeAGirl! did not happen. The first issue
preventing facilitation was the time it took to create the curriculum for the program.
Curriculum was not ready to be presented to the Board of Summerville Union High
School District until December 2019. The delay in curriculum development left little
time for approval and facilitation. Second, participant recruiting did not begin until
the curriculum was developed and approved. Initially, there was only a small
information sheet and the informed consent provided to potential participants. The
staff at Summerville Union High School reported to the project developer that the
language was considered heavy by potential participants and contributed to low
interest. Participation concerns and low enrollment were reported to the project
developer the week prior to the scheduled start of the program. The program had to be
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delayed for alternative advertising of the group to occur. While enough participants
were collected by the rescheduled commencement of the program, the groups were
cancelled indefinitely due to the COVID-19 pandemic that forced the closure of
schools nationwide in March 2020. While the public health concerns could not have
been predicted, recruitment should have begun months earlier allowing for alternative
advertisement as needed to ensure enough participants by the scheduled beginning of
the program.
Without facilitation of the group, an understanding of the impact the group
had on the population served cannot be determined. What was learned was there was
a perceived need for such an intervention by the school staff. There was additionally
an interest by students for participation in the program once an alternative method of
advertisement that included direct promotion by the project developer was conducted.
Various potential participants made statements to the project developer at the
promotional booth on the school campus that indicated they believed their female
peers should treat one another better because words could be hurtful. Other potential
participants made statements that participation in this group sounded fun and
beneficial.
California has numerous anti-bullying policies in both educational codes and
regulations that defined policies and procedures educational institutions must follow
to combat bullying in schools (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services,
2017). According to the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services on
StopBullying.gov (2017), California schools must have policies in place that prohibit
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bullying, harassment, and intimidation as well as display and distribute information,
curricula, and resources that address bullying and discrimination. However, the laws
do not appear to define active anti-bullying programs, but rather policies and
procedures for reporting and disciplining the act. More effort is needed to implement
evidence-based program in our schools to combat bullying and other disempowering
circumstances.
Social worker led anti-bullying programs have produced positive results
(Vreeman & Carroll, 2007). That is why it is important to have a social worker on a
school campus regularly. Having the same school social worker year-round, one who
has already had the opportunity to build rapport with potential participants, to plan
and facilitate #LikeAGirl! or a similar program, may foster further success. Any
similar program would be one that focuses on empowerment, relationship building,
and other root causes of girl-on-girl aggression and disempowerment rather than on
bullying directly as described in the aforementioned research.
#LikeAGirl! was initially conceptualized as a monthly group that would span
an entire school year. The modification of the number of groups and frequency was
done to accommodate this writer’s graduate academic schedule. It may be beneficial
to return to the originally designed schedule and split up more complicated topics. An
example would be the group on relationships. Relationships can cover romantic
relationships, peer relationships, authoritative relationships, and familial
relationships. It may be better to have an entire group dedicated to each type of
relationships. Additionally, the final group as proposed in this project covers control
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and goal setting. Those two topics would be better addressed separately. The
curriculum for #LikeAGirl! may vary from school to school based on socio-economic
demographics. It will be necessary to test these ideas with actual facilitation of the
group, and examination of the evaluation methods in order to make adjustments to the
program as needed.
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