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This book 
 is for 

 girls.
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This book is for girls who have something
to say, for girls who have something to get 
off their chests, for girls who are ready to 
use their voices to slash through injustice.

This book is for girls who want to live
boldly, who have a red-hot fire deep down 
in their gut, who are smart enough to be 
mad and bold enough to demand change.

This book is for girls who have had
enough of inequity, who believe in a world 
where all people are treated fairly, who  
care deeply about their own rights and  
the rights of others.

This book is for girls who are loud, who
are quiet, who are shy, who are outgoing, 
who are book-smart, who are street-smart, 
who are funny, who are serious, and who 
are a little bit of all of the above.
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6 Girls Resist!

I wrote this book for girls—for you—because I was once a girl, because 
I’m the parent of a girl, because I truly believe girls can change the 

world, and because girl activists have changed the world. The girl revolu-
tion began a long time ago and it continues today, with you!

Girls Resist! is a guidebook, a launching pad, a place to begin if you’re 
ready to start taking action in your own communities right now. In these 
pages, you’ll find everything from how to start a campaign and organize 
an online petition to how to fundraise for a cause and talk to the press. 
You’ll find stories of real girl activists who have altered the course of history 
or are doing so today. You’ll find a roadmap to making change happen, 
whether you choose to start with your hometown, your school, your coun-
try, or the whole wide world.

Girls’ activism matters because girls are often told they don’t matter. 
But this harmful judgment is not always so visible as someone saying that 
to you directly: You don’t matter. It can be much more subtle and hidden 
from view. 

The truth is that girls are doing a lot better now compared to decades 
past. 

More than ever before, girls are participating in every sport and excel-
ling in STEAM fields (science, technology, engineering, arts, and math-
ematics), though they are still way underrepresented compared to boys. 
More young women than young men are enrolling in medical and law 
schools, and more women than men are graduating from college overall. 
So why do I say that girls are told they don’t matter?

Because I was a girl not so long ago. I remember feeling like I had to 
look pretty, thin, and white to be attractive. I remember thinking, despite 
being super smart and hilarious and kind, that being attractive (to boys) 
was the most important thing in the world. I remember being in the closet 
about my bisexuality, being a Korean girl in a mostly white school, being 
fat, and being afraid to be myself. I remember feeling powerless to stand 
up to all the things that made me feel small and all the things that seemed 
unfair about my world.

I also remember when I realized that I had a voice I could use to speak 
up for others and for myself. I remember when I came to understand that 
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Introduction 7

I could be beautiful without changing a thing about myself. I remember 
knowing in my gut when something was wrong and wanting to change it 
for the better. I remember turning my early passions for volunteering and 
helping people into a crusade for social justice. I am still that girl. I am that 
woman today.

Yes, there have been a lot of changes, but girls today are still up against 
an awful lot of biases and misperceptions. Girls are told they have to do 
everything and be everything to everyone: smart, pretty, popular, thin, 
strong, successful, and likeable. From a young age, girls are taught through 
popular media and toys that their worth is linked to their appearance and 
what others think of them. By contrast, boys are taught that their worth is 
based on their accomplishments and abilities. Society makes girls feel like 
they have to change themselves to be accepted. Society tells girls that the 
surface is more important than the depth—their voice and ideas and skills.

These messed-up notions about girls are part of a chain reaction of 
inequity that results in girls and women being more likely to experience de-
pression and loss of confidence. Girls and women also more likely to earn 
less money and live in poverty. We have fewer powerful female role models 
to look up to, less access to resources, and reduced rights under the law.

That’s just wrong.
When girls choose to speak out, we’re demanding to be taken seriously. 

When girls care about issues, we show that we are vital members of soci-
ety. When girls fight back against discrimination and harassment, we send 
the message that we’ll stand up for ourselves no matter the consequences. 
When girls fight on behalf of others, we make it clear that we won’t stand 
for injustice anywhere. The world needs girls’ voices rising in protest and 
girls organizing the girl resistance. 

The world needs you!
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Power Up 
THE    Girl 

Resistance

1C H A P T E R 
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From Joan of Arc (at least—and 
probably way earlier) to Malala 
Yousafzai, girls and women have 
always led resistance movements. 
This is no coincidence: girls  
understand inequality because we 
experience it our whole lives. We  
get stuff done because we know no 
one else will do it for us. We speak 
out when we can no longer be silent. 
We support one another because  
we know important work can’t  
be done alone. Girls resist because  
we care, because we’re mad,  
because we’re smart, and because  

we’re powerful.
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M aybe you—like me—have always cared about other people. My 
mom used to say, “KaeLyn is always rooting for the underdog” 

because I’ve always been drawn to helping kids having a hard time. I often 
spoke up to bullies. I didn’t—and still don’t—believe that anyone deserves 
to be treated unfairly.

As I grew up, life got more complicated. I felt more pressure to fit in, 
to be the right kind of pretty, to be liked and popular. But I didn’t quite fit 
in anywhere, even with my closest friends. I always felt a little different—a 
Korean girl in a mostly white small town, an adoptee, a queer girl in the 
closet, a brainy girl who always doubted her looks. So I tried to have com-
passion for others, especially outsiders like me.

I was also an overachiever and a “joiner,” and one of the activities I 
joined was a school club that set up volunteer opportunities around our 
community—everything from picking up roadside trash to packing boxes 
at a food bank to tutoring little kids. My friends and I started to help at a 
soup kitchen run by a local nonprofit, unpacking donated canned goods 
and ladling out casseroles and cleaning tables. The organization’s mission 
was to feed anyone who came in the door, and many people did, every day. 
The staff didn’t ask any questions. If you were there and you were hungry, 
you were welcome. 

During my first shift, when I was thirteen, a woman come in with two 
children. The kids were younger than I was. It shocked me. As the daugh-
ter of working middle-class parents, I had never been hungry, I had never 
been homeless. I’m sure I went to school with kids who struggled with safe 
housing and access to basic needs, I’d just never really seen it. Seeing it then 
made my heart hurt. I had no words to describe what I was feeling, but I 
know now that I was confronting my class privilege, the set of advantages (a 
house, regular meals, clothes) that came with the income my family made. 

For years I volunteered at that soup kitchen, and I got to know many 
of the people who came in for meals. I found my passion for volunteer-
ing, which set me up to stumble heart-first into feminist activism (which 
we’ll explore in the next section). Through activism, I could work to 
change problems at their root and use my time and my voice to address 
unfairness head-on. 

10 Chapter One
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Being a feminist and an activist is part of my core identity, now more 
than ever. We live in scary times. Natural resources are being wasted, 
poisoned, or obliterated. World leaders are openly hateful toward women 
and girls, Black and brown people, immigrants, Muslims, and those who 
are transgender, gay, lesbian, or bisexual people. Marginalized people fear 
violence at the hands of those who are supposed to protect them. 

Lives are at stake. 
Yet maybe you (like so many of us) have no idea how to understand or 

disentangle the social and political problems that keep heaping up. Know-
ing where to start can be confusing, overwhelming, and—honestly— 
 exhausting. 

But you’ve already taken that important first step: you’re here. 
Maybe you opened this book because you’re ready to become an ac-

tivist. Maybe you’re already an activist and want to grow and focus your 
skills. Maybe you’ve always known in your heart that there are other pas-
sionate, brave, smart girls out there and you want to tap into the power of 
girl resistance. Maybe you’re just tired of being told your skirt is too short 
at school, or being called mean names online, or getting passed over and 
ignored when you speak up in class. No matter why you opened this book, 
I’m glad you’re here. 

In this chapter you will read about the history of inequality, how in-
equality shows up for girls and women today, what it means to be a grass-
roots organizer, and how to go out there and change stuff. Let’s power up!

Activism 101:  
Grassroots Power vs. Institutional Power

Activism means taking action to support or oppose a cause and bring 
about change. At its most abstract, activism is about creating shifts in 
power that benefit more people. But that’s a really abstract take. In order 

Power Up the Girl Resistance 11
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to understand what effective on-the-ground activism means in practice, 
we need to understand and unpack the different kinds of power that exist.

Grassroots organizing is rooted—no pun intended—in the power of peo-
ple, regular people, people like you. This type of activism is run by a mass 
of people. It’s social change at its most DIY. Grassroots movements use 
power in numbers to stand up to people or organizations that have institu-
tional power, or power that comes through or with a job, position, money, 
identity, or status. What’s that mean exactly? Here are some examples.

• The U.S. president has a lot of institutional power over every  
person living in the United States. 

• Teachers have institutional power over students at their school.  
The principal has power over the teachers and the students. 

• A CEO has a lot of institutional power over a company’s employees.

Why are these examples true? Most institutions (the school, the compa-
ny, the United States) operate on a hierarchical structure. In other words, 
in order to function in an orderly way, institutions need some people to be 
able to tell other people what to do. In a school, a teacher needs to have 
power over students to make them do their homework, or else no one ever 
would (except maybe that one kid who’s always like “you forgot to give 
us the assignment!”). The difference between the teacher’s power and the 
students’ power is called structural inequity, and that is what creates insti-
tutional power. It’s easy to see how the structure works in a school: princi-
pal directs teachers; teachers make students take tests and do homework. 
But in society, the structures can be less visible or obvious, and something 
called privilege also influences who in a society has power. 

Everyone has characteristics that make up who they are. Privilege is 
the power given to those who have the characteristics of the dominant 
group—not because they asked for that power, just because it’s available 
to them. Structural privilege is about how much influence and power soci-
ety affords a person based on factors determined by social, political, and 
cultural values. 

12 Chapter One
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 Who Has the Power?

Power Up the Girl Resistance 13

Look at the people above. Who do you think has the most power? Did you 
focus first on the man in the suit? If so, why do you think he has the most 
power? What makes you think he has structural privilege?

Who do you think has the least power? Did you choose the baby?  What 
qualities make you think she has the least structural privilege and power? 

Now look at the rest of the people and think about how they compare 
in terms of structural power. Some have power in certain ways but not in 
others. Who has more or less power than you, and in what ways?

ILLUSTRATIONS  

TO COME
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The previous exercise shows that, maybe even without knowing that 
you know it, you already understand privilege and power dynamics. You 
didn’t learn it by studying; you more likely learned it from all the stuff in 
your daily life. Think about:

• Things you’ve seen or read or been exposed to that help you know 
what structural power looks like 

• Your own life experiences that have shown you who has power and 
who doesn’t

• Times when you’ve felt powerful

• Times when you’ve felt powerless

Power can be based on race, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, reli-
gion, the amount of money someone has, their job or position, their educa-
tion level, how they dress or act, and lots of other factors. We learn about 
these things, about how to spot differences and understand power, as very 
little kids. Every time we watch a movie where the main character is a girl 
who is saved by a boy, we get the message that boys are stronger than girls. 
Every time we read a book about a family with a mom and a dad, we get 
the message that families with single parents or with gay or lesbian parents 
are less “normal.” Every time we watch a TV show where all the main ac-
tors are white, we get the message that white people’s stories are the most 
important stories to tell. We learn about power, about who matters more 
or has more influence, and about what our cultures value most, in lots of 
little, subtle everyday ways. 

So how does this relate to grassroots power versus institutional power?
Look at the picture of the baby again. What happens if she cries? A 

grown-up may have more power, but a crying baby will cry until a grown-
up comes to pick her up. The baby has the power to raise her voice, even 
though she has less structural power than the grown-up. If the baby makes 
enough noise, the grown-up has to listen! That’s how grassroots organiz-
ing works.

14 Chapter One
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Grassroots organizing builds movements for change by bringing reg-
ular people together to raise their voices and fight back against groups 
with more structural power. As individuals, we may have less power than 
those with institutional power. For example, you have less power than 
your teacher, who in turn has less power than your school principal. But 
if all the students in your school were to band together—to protest an 
unfair dress code, say—the collective, united message will be hard for the 
principal to ignore (especially if you get the attention of people outside the 
school, like your local TV station or a famous blogger). That’s grassroots 
power. That’s the power of the people.

It’s not enough just to be one of many people who’s upset about injus-
tice. All the girls in your school might agree that the dress code is sexist, 
but that doesn’t mean anything will happen to change it. Unless you orga-
nize to change it. Organizing is a, well, organized way for groups to make 
their voices heard, even when the people in power don’t want to or won’t 
listen.

In this book, you’ll learn about activist skills and strategies to organize 
for change, to wield your power as an activist in the girl resistance. But 
first, let’s dive deeper into some girl-specific examples of how privilege and 
power work against us (I promise it doesn’t all suck).

Power Up the Girl Resistance 15
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