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The DC Coalition for Girls is comprised of 20 youth-serving and advocacy organizations
working together to amplify and advance the rights of young women and girls in
the District of Columbia. We’re grateful to all of our partners for giving their time,
expertise and more to the development of this Coalition and youth leadership
workshop.
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Latin American Youth Center
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Safe Shores: The DC Children’s Advocacy Center
Sasha Bruce Youthwork
SMYAL
YWCA North Capital Area
The Young Women’s Project
For questions on how to get more involved with DC Coalition for Girls please contact
the DC Coalition Against Domestic Violence:
5 Thomas Circle NW
Washington, DC 20005
events@dccadv.org
202-299-1181
Connect with us online at DCCADV

There is no greater agony
than bearing an untold story inside you
- Maya Angelou

There is one singular aim for this book - to amplify the voices of women and girls.
The content for the book was developed over three full-day workshops exploring issues
pertinent to juvenile justice. Youth shared stories of community, joy and pride alongside
experiences of structural racism, discrimination, abuse and more. We engaged in listening
sessions, journaling, poetry, spoken word, and training in advocacy and leadership skills. The
opening and closing quotations of the book were central to the workshops and emphasize the
power of stories such as theirs to bear witness, transform and liberate.
The girls’ own words appear throughout this book. We invite you to listen to their stories, letters,
and poems with the hope that these words will inform future action and activism led by women
and girls.
Nouf Bazaz
Artist-in-Residence
The Sanctuaries

As I enter into my seventh year as Executive Director of the DC Coalition Against Domestic
Violence, I am so proud to share this book, which chronicles the work of our Girls Coalition,
launched in November, 2016. I have had the profound privilege to advocate on the local
and national level for access to justice and holistic services for women, and I am grateful to
extend our work to focus on the specific needs of girls whose voices often go unheard. We
were honored to hear from girls in Washington, DC about their daily challenges, their lived
experiences, and their survival strategies. We have been entrusted with their stories and
their passions and inspired by their strength and their resiliency.
The mission of the Coalition is to build a community where domestic violence is replaced
with human dignity. We advance our mission through advocacy, community education,
public policy, technical assistance and training, resource sharing and research. We realized
our mission is powerful and yet incomplete without the voices of girls in D.C. Now, their
soft voices speak more loudly. They are better able to disrupt the school to prison pipeline
and abuse to prison pipeline. They are working for better futures, where they are equipped
and confident to not only succeed, but exceed their own expectations.
Enclosed you will find a collection of photos and works from the girls who participated in
our workshops. I hope you will be inspired by their stories. We would like to thank the
Office of Juvenile Justice and Department of Prevention and the National Girls Initiative for
funding this project; we are grateful to Dr. Karen Francis and Shakira Washington for their
leadership as our grant managers; we are forever indebted to Andrea Gleaves, DCCADV’s
Strategic Partnerships Manager, for developing and implementing the Girls Coalition with
her whole heart; and we extend our deepest appreciation to our steering committee of
community stakeholders who are holding up girls every day and join in these efforts.
And to “the girls”, you are forever engrained in our hearts and minds. Thank you for sharing
your stories, your hopes and your dreams, and for inspiring us to be better advocates and
better people.
In peace,

Karma Cottman
Karma Cottman
Executive Director

Why Focus on Girls?
The road to adulthood for girls includes different challenges and developmental experiences
than that of boys. As the largest growing juvenile justice population, girls who come into
contact with the system also have some of the highest rates of mental health need, trauma,
and unsafe home environments among youth in the system.
As The Sexual Abuse to Prison Pipeline: The Girls’ Story report by Georgetown Law Center on
Poverty and Inequality, Ms. Foundation for Women and Rights4Girls indicates, far too many
girls face struggles and hardships within their homes and communities that are traumatic. The
psychological, emotional, and physical impact of trauma has lifelong consequences for young
women and girls.
• Girls’ rate of sexual abuse is 4 times higher than boys’ in juvenile justice, and girls’ 		
rate of complex trauma (five or more Adverse Childhood Experiences, ACEs) is nearly
twice as high.1
• Youth of color account for 45 percent of the general youth population, but girls of
color — who are approximately half of all youth of color — comprise approximately twothirds of girls who are incarcerated.2
• Youth who identify as Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender / Gender Non
Conforming (LGBT/GNC) are overrepresented in the juvenile justice system. Although
LGBT/GNC youth comprise 5 to 7 percent of the general population, they represent 13 to
15 percent of youth who come into contact with the juvenile justice system.3
Recent research has helped us better understand how girls experience, cope, and respond
to trauma. Many of these behaviors have led to direct, gendered, pathways into the criminal
justice system, especially for girls of color. How society chooses to respond is within our
control. If we want better results for girls, we must address the root causes of their behavior
and provide a holistic approach to supporting young women and girls. Developing genderresponsive, culturally responsive, trauma-informed, strength based, and developmentally
appropriate services is key to changing the narrative for young women and girls.4
1 Rebecca Epstein, Lindsay Rosenthal, Malika Saada Saar, & Yasmin Vafa, Georgetown Law Center on Poverty and

Inequality, Ms. Foundation for Women & Rights4Girls, The Sexual Abuse to Prison Pipeline: The Girls’ Story (2015),
pp 1.
2 Id. at 7.
3 Id. at 7.
4 Francine T. Sherman & Annie Balck, The National Crittenton Foundation, National Women’s Law Center, Gender
Injustice: System-Level Juvenile Justice Reform for Girls (2015) pp 27-28.

As the Coalition and our partners began this work, we embraced inclusive and intersectional
framework that centers the voices and experiences of girls’ of color and acknowledges that
gender moves beyond the binary, ensuring that transgender women and gender nonconforming youth are also centered in the work.
In order to cultivate solutions that are affirming for girls as a group, we must see girls as
they are: multifaceted, dynamic, and unique. We need to explore the way girls are treated
within their communities and at school, the policies and practices that force girls into various
systems, and the resources provided in the community.
Now is the time to focus on girls. We can start by listening. This collection illustrates that
young women and girls are the leaders of this movement and their stories, knowledge, and
expertise are essential in creating change.
“People don’t understand that girls of color
have so much power to do great in the world.”

“ You can’t keep

everything on the
inside

People should start listening to kids stories.
Learn about why they react the way they do.
- Alisha
...Believe it or not you can’t keep everything
on the inside because if you do you can
pretty much never get through life.
- Jessica
To Teachers
Ask! Before assuming, Ask me!
- Akira

“ They think they
can treat us any
kind of way

Why do we live in a cruel world
Where they think they can
treat us any kind of way
Police...
You should be punished
for how you treat us
Just because I’m black
you think you can do these things
that you think its right
or would it matter if I’m white
or considered white
But you just don’t understand
Why do we live in such an unfair world
We live in a place
where no one gets us
- D.P.

“ This has to

change because
people keep killing
innocent people

I want change in my neighborhood because
there is too much gun violence. When my
cousin was coming from a party and it was a
drive-by and he got shot for no reason. This
has to change because people keep killing
innocent people. Today I am asking you to
try and talk about it.
- Blessen

“ Women hold the

world together...
give them a chance

I want to change the fact that girls are 20%
to 25% of the juvenile system. I know
a lot of girls that are very angry. I don’t
know why, but I know most of them have
problems at home, and no one seems like
they are interested in helping them. This has
to change because I believe that women hold
the world together along w/ men but women
are the glue that holds the house together.
That is why I am asking you to give them a
chance and hear them out.
- Equaija

“ A woman of

any color is to be
protected but also
understood
There’s a bigger story behind the viral tweets about
missing black and latinx girls in DC.
I, person of color, don’t need empathy nor pity just
the fact to break from a cycle that has let everyone
to rot. In a way we can’t look eye to eye and
understand each other because of color.
Now a woman of any color is to be protected, but
also understood and if we have jail bars that keep
that away from us, we need to make a move. Why
does a woman have to be deprived of what another
woman gets or at least to fight for what she wants?
STEREOTYPES is what get us here.
- Valerie

“ This world in

which many were
brought was led by
dominance and to
that I say no

I am not a size 6 and I would never be. Many would
judge me, but I would never be. I was brought to
not conform and if I was then the talk of freedom
is all a lie. This world in which many were brought
was led by dominance and to that I say no. No to
those that want to control me. No to those that want
to take me. I am who I am!
-Valerie

System-involved
girls in D.C., on
average, are
younger than
system-involved
boys in D.C.

“ One day I

will be free
#FreeUsWeMatter!

Not let anyone mess up my future
because one day I will be free.
#FreeUsWeMatter!
Our community and family is what builds us
into the people we are?
NOT ANYMORE!
My ambition will never let me fail.
Life is hard and things need to change.
I can’t get off my mission.
I guess it’s just my ambition.
- Akira

“ I know a lot

of girls who are
missing...these are
my sisters...
In my community I want to change the kidnapping
rate of black young girls in my city. 10-17 years
old are the ages of the girls at least. I know its a
problem in my city because I know a lot of girls
who are missing. I seen too many missing reports
on social media, news, and relatives etc. talk about
it. In fact I know 2 girls that are missing. As a black
14 year old girl it makes me sad to not see anybody
doing anything about this, and it makes me sad too
because to see this is devastating and these are my
sisters and peers. This has to change because as
young females we want to be anywhere and feel
comfortable where we are without having to worry
about something happening to us.
- Alisha

“ Is it my fault

I keep a wall up
because I am
afraid to be hurt
again?
I want to change that girls in the system who have
been abused are not talked to but rather put in jail.
Girls in the juvenile system are nearly two times
as likely as boys to report having experienced
five or more forms of abuse or trauma. I know
people in my school including me who have been
judged without anyone asking, “why?” We are
not helping the situation but letting it go on and
people will continue to hurt unless someone starts
asking, “why?” Most girls don’t act out because of
who they are but because of the pain inside them
from past experiences. Is it my fault I keep a wall
up because I am afraid to be hurt again? This is
why today i am asking you and others to ask more
girls, “why?” Ask why are they behaving this
way? Ask what can I do to help you? Show that
you care and are willing to help like you say you
are, because it all starts somewhere.
- Akira

Black girls were
9.1 times more
likely to receive
at least one
out of school
suspension
compared to
any other girls

“ I received an

out of school
suspension for a
minor offense
I want to change the fact that so many girls are
receiving out of school suspensions for minor
offenses. Black girls were 9.1x more likely to
receive at least one outside school suspension. I
received an out of school suspension in middle
school for a minor offense instead of a detention.
This has to change because its unfair to treat
females like anything. You don’t need to suspend
them. Follow school policy. That is why today I
am asking you to review school policy to make
sure there are clear guidelines for punishment to
certain offenses. Policies are vague. In elementary
school there is more of a breakdown but this fades
after elementary school.
- J.T.

“ I would not want
any type of person
to go through what
I went through

I want to change the fact that black girls or
females in general get put out of school for
irrelevant reasons. Black girls were 9.1 times
more likely to receive at least one out of school
suspension compared to any other girls. I know
for myself this happens a lot because I was one
of those girls who have been suspended. To me
its really unfair because people don’t know what
people go through in life. This has to change
because I can relate and I would not want any
type of person to go through what I went through.
Thats why today I am asking you to help me
change the fact that girls should have a right to
express themselves without being suspended.
- Anon.

“ I have been put

out of too many
schools and I can
relate because life
is hard out there
What I think is that the policies on black girls
put out of school is ridiculous. Why do I say it’s
ridiculous? I say that because from my perspective
I have been put out of too many schools and I can
relate because life is hard out there and for moms
and dads or whoever, its rough to get through
school if you don’t find the right school. What
I did to make that better was I got into the right
school and I talked to people I didn’t know and
made some type of relationship with them. If you
don’t have some type of relationship with any
adult, you can’t.
- Anon.

“ Suspensions can
affect a students
chances of getting
into a school of
their choice

I want to change the fact that black girls are being
suspended from school more than other girls.
Black girls are 9.1 times more likely to receive
at least one out of school suspension compared
to any other girls. This has to change because
suspensions on a students record can affect a
students chances of getting into a school of their
choice. That is why today I am asking you to think
of organizations that you could create to help these
black girls avoid being suspended.
- Akira

Sexual abuse
is one of
the primary
predictors of
girls’ entry into
the juvenile
justice system

“ I don’t want kids
to commit suicide
or hurt other
people because of
the hurt someone
caused them

I want to change the amount of children being
abused or sexually assaulted in foster homes.
Many children have been passed around foster
home to foster home which can mentally
traumatize them. This has to change because I
don’t want kids to commit suicide or hurt other
people because of the hurt someone caused them.
That is why today I am asking you to speak up if
you see it. Say it and change it.
- Anon.

“ Girls are routinely

arrested for
prostitution... even
though federal law
defines them as victims
of human trafficking
I want to change child sex trafficking. Girls are
routinely arrested for prostitution even though
they are legally incapable of consenting to sex and
even though federal law defines them as victims of
human trafficking. I know a lot of women who are
prostitutes or strippers who are arrested and they
are tricked into being arrested but they don’t know
why they do those things. This has to change
because they don’t know what they have to do like
they may need the money for food and rent. That
is why today I am asking you to change this law or
policy or consider what people have to do.
- Danielle

“ This girl whose

mother used her
for prostitution ...
went to juvenile
detention for that
I want to change the fact sexual abuse is
becoming a big reason why girls are sent to
juvenile detention. Girls often commit these
offenses in response to abuse. For example
running away to escape an abusive situation at
home. I once heard a story about this girl whose
mother used her for prostitution and then she went
to juvenile detention for that. This has to change
because nothing will change if you don’t listen to
kids stories. listen. think. change.
- Alisha

“ When they try

to run they are
thrown back to the
home or put in the
jail system
I am writing this letter because I want to share
something with you. Child abuse is not a hidden
matter. It has been known for a very long time.
But in foster care, abuse and sexual abuse is
hidden. Many children ripped from family and
being tossed around from home to home. Many
children have been beaten and broken down and
when they try to run they are thrown back to the
home or put in the jail system and stamped as a
run away. I want to write this letter to you to make
you see the importance of their lives.
- Anon.

“ Keep your hands
to yourself, Listen

Donald Trump,
keep your hands to yourself
Learn
Abuse can be one leading cause in behavior change
Listen
Free us we matter
Violence
This makes me wonder
What are they doing for boys
that is working vs girls
-Alisha

Nationally,
73% of girls
in juvenile
justice have
experienced
some kind
of abuse

“ Cover all bruises and

burns, hush your lip it was
Go to school they said
learned
Play by the rules they said
Don’t run by the pool they said
Tread water they said
Don’t be too much smarter
Pass it all down to your daughter
She learned
Wait your turn
Cover all bruises and burns
hush your lip it was learned
Love lost and money earned
Equal pay no way
Hold your head up
It’s ok they’d say
Motherless daughter
Fatherless son
Two ticking time bombs
Bound to run
Closed Mouths don’t get fed
I guess that is why girls starvin’ out here
Policies & restrictions weighing them down
Skipping school, skipping classes
Now some can’t be found
Feels like they strapped
in chain forever bound.
- J.T.

“ Do I act a certain
way because its me
or because its the
pain inside me?
Do I act a certain way
because its me or
because its the pain
inside me?
Most girls don’t act
out because who
they are but
because of
the pain inside
them from
past experiences
- Anon.

“ What did I do
to deserve this?
NOTHING!

Why? She asked
Why’d u push and shove me?
Why’d you embarrass me?
I didn’t harm you in any way
What did I do to deserve this
NOTHING! No one deserves
what she went through
The pain and the agony
Yeah she was disobedient to authority
But she’s not an animal
She’s a human
Unheard and unbearable
She’s a child but not your child
- Anon.

“ I smile like

everything is good
but inside I’m
crying. I feel lost.

Some people say that it is not good to keep
everything in or to not let anyone in, but
I don’t care. They don’t understand shit. I
smile like everything is good but inside I’m
crying. I feel lost. I can’t find my way. I’m
stuck in a world and no one can save me. I
am the girl who hides.
- Anon.

“ Do not hurt me

I am a child of God

There is no fairness in the hurt of a child
You have no right or no power
to put thy hand on thy child
no harm shall come to the child
who you have not conceived
or taken under thy wing
do not harm me I don’t like that
do not harm me do not hurt me
I am a child of God
he loves me as all should
- Teresa

“ Now here I am to
pick up the pieces
he has damaged

Why hurt her, why hurt us? Why hurt her, why
hurt us? We was supposed to be your family. Even
though my father was incarcerated, you were
my dad. It was just the three of us but I realized
down the road everything doesn’t last forever. So
many people tell her she is beautiful but she can
never see it herself because of the words you’ve
thrown at her. The physical pain and disapproval
from her child she went through for love. How
can I just give up?, she asked. But I reply to her
saying how can you stay, when you have me and
a newborn child. “Akira! Stay out of it.” “Akira
it doesn’t concern you.” But how could it not?
Bresha Meadows killed her father for all the pain
he caused and now she is in jail. Days I dreamed
of the same result. Time after time he came back
but finally he has left. Now here I am to pick up
the pieces, he has damaged.
- From a 15 year old child who hasn’t given up

“ Dear Girls,

Never let anyone
tell you that you
can’t when you can

Dear Girls,
Never let anyone tell you that you can’t
when you can
Never let someone tell you you’re nothing
when something
Never tell you you’re ugly
when you’re beautiful
or you’re weak when you’re strong
Dear Girls,
you are the most powerful
and the backbone of the world
-Teresa

“ Joy is something
everyone can give,
take and receive

Joy is something everyone can give, take
and receive
-Teresa

If there’s a book you really want to read,
but it hasn’t been written yet,
then you must write it.
-Toni Morrison

Drawing by J.T.

My pride lays in where I come from and who I am.
I come from a long line of black activists.
The ones who marched
The ones who achieved greatness based
On their color.
I come from Africa
Home of kings and queens
Where it doesn’t matter who you are
and what color you are
We are all people
I come from peopleWho change and will continue to change lives
Now who am I
I am black
I am smart
I am talented
I am me
Nothing or nobody will change that
Because I have pride
Pride in
The journey my ancestors took
Pride in who I am and what I will become
- Ceon
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Notes
How do the girls’ stories and experiences impact your understanding
of the juvenile justice system?
To better meet the needs of girls, what actions will you take?
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