
Meet Maya, teen activist. She’s a sophomore at 

Springfield Honors Academy,  a student in our 

Eureka! STEM program and, at 13, founded her 

own organization in the Springfield schools 

called Healthy Food Activists. We’re delighted to 

reveal that, in October, Maya was chosen to 

become a member of  the highly selective Teen 

Advocacy Council of  the national Girls Inc. 

organization. 

She’s now one of  12 council members, drawn 

from a pool of  

thousands of   

Girls Inc. teens 

across the country, 

who meet monthly 

by video 

conference call. 

They will plan their 

strategy for 

combatting gender-based abuse, and meet with 

legislators on Capitol Hill too. Explains Maya: 

“We hope to change the stigma of  sexual 

harassment and violence, and make it okay for 

girls to get the help they need.” 

Says Eureka! director Meghan Bone: “Maya is so 

impressive, and is constantly practicing her 

advocacy.” Says Maya herself: “Girls Inc. has 

made me into a strong independent woman like 

they said it would.”

Winter 2020

— Chloe, age 6

‘‘

‘‘      I like doing art  
   and going to the  
   park. 

We have just kicked off  a new program called Girls CAN, as in “College 

Access Now.” This fall, eight high school seniors participated. And 

they were mentored in pairs by four volunteers to tackle the daunting 

college admission process. That means filling out applications, writing college 

essays, tackling financial aid forms, going for scholarships, you name it.

The mentors were trained by Amherst-based 

author Jill Shulman, author of  College Admissions 
Cracked: Saving Your Kid (and Yourself) from the 
Madness, and founder of  In Other Words, a 

college essay coaching service. And presenters 

from the Holyoke branch of  the Educational 

Opportunity Center have helped the girls and their 

families navigate the devilish FAFSA (Free 

Application for Federal Student Aid) forms.  

“Girls CAN has shown the girls that we as mentors 

are in their corner,” says Martha Baker, associate 

dean at the College of  Natural Sciences at UMass 

Amherst. “These young women are smart and 

driven to succeed.” Mentor Tiffany Espinosa, 

director of  professional and graduate education at Mount Holyoke College, was a first-generation 

college student herself: “I am just happy to help them build their skills and confidence. Sometimes, in 

order to believe in yourself, you need to have it reflected in the people around you.”  

So far, our teens have been accepted into Western New England University, Union College and 

Mount Holyoke College. To which we say: CAN-gratulations!

A note from  
Suzanne

More good news for 

Girls Inc: A new study 

just came out about 

our impact on the lives of  girls, 

and I’m so pleased to share its 

impressive findings. Conducted 

by the prestigious American 

Institutes for Research, it found 

that Girls Inc. girls are more 

likely to see themselves as 

leaders who can shine in their 

communities.

The two-year study, titled 

Stronger, Smarter, Bolder: Girls 
Take the Lead, evaluated  

Girls Inc. girls as compared to  

a control group. It tackled a 

host of  factors, such as 

physical activity, mental health, 

substance use, teen pregnancy, 

educational achievement, STEM 

experiences, graduation rates, 

juvenile justice, and healthy 

relationships—encompassing 

harassment and sexual abuse.

Researchers found that Girls Inc. 

girls were outpacing their peers 

in multiple areas. They were 

more likely to see themselves as 

leaders and to exercise regularly 

and participate in sports teams. 

They had higher standardized 

math test scores and self-

confidence in STEM subjects, 

and were more engaged in 

school. The payoff? They were 

more prepared for life after high 

school and beyond.

The national Girls Inc. 

organization bases its programs 

on rigorous research, and I’m 

proud that this study again 

validates all we do too, right 

here in the Valley.

The new college try

Applying themselves: We’ve launched a college application 

mentoring program!

girlsincvalley.org

      girlsincvalley

Save the date!

Tuesday, 
May 5, 2020  

To get involved  
please contact  

setelman@girlsincvalley.org  

This teen makes a difference



“Don’t practice until you get it 

right. Practice until you can’t 

get it wrong.” So said the great 

pitcher Cat Osterman, whose 

women’s softball team won a 

gold medal at the 2004 

Olympics. And her words 

apply to another ace pitcher: 

Jess Colson, communications 

and engagement manager, a 

brand-new position at Girls Inc. 

of  the Valley. 

Colson comes to us from Elms 

College, where she got her BA 

and MBA and later worked in 

the alumni relations office, 

doubling down on doing 

outreach through social media. 

As an undergrad, she also 

helped lead her Elms softball 

team to a conference 

championship—and now she’s 

perfecting her pitches (the 

marketing kind, that is!) for 

Girls Inc. of  the Valley.

In her few months so far, 

Colson has reached out to 

donors and volunteers, and 

worked with the board of  

directors. Now that we are 

bent on reaching ever more 

girls, we are also ramping up 

our messaging. The world 

needs to hear about us, and 

Colson is on the case! Already, 

her social media efforts helped 

us beat our goal on Giving 

Tuesday this year. “When I 

come in to Girls Inc., every day 

has purpose and I can see an 

immediate impact for the work 

I’m doing,” says Colson. For 

us, it feels like a whole new 

ballgame.

With hope and pride, we are embarking on our first-ever 

comprehensive campaign. It’s called “Her Future, Our Future.” 

And our goal is to raise $5 million, over five years, to empower 

the girls of  the Valley to realize their extraordinary potential. 

What are the campaign’s goals? We are determined to raise our  

outreach over those five years, serving 1,000 girls by 2025. 

To do so, we’re focusing on three objectives. 

The first is to expand our headquarters in Holyoke: we’ve already outgrown our present space 

and are actively moving toward creating a dynamic, state-of-the-art home with room to grow.   

Secondly, we’ll deepen our imprint in public schools across Springfield, Holyoke and Chicopee— 

we’re in 13 already and counting—and weave our curricula into the school day and after. 

Third, we’ll enlarge and enrich our Eureka! STEM learning program that prepares girls for 

college and careers, in collaboration with UMass Amherst and Bay Path University. All this will 

take more staff  and resources. But with you in our corner—and the help of  our fabulous 

co-chairs and steering committee—we’ll lift the trajectory of  so many girls in the Valley.   

Meet our campaign team
We’re thrilled to tell you about these longtime Girls Inc. supporters, the stellar co-chairs of  

the campaign. Bernadette Harrigan was raised by a single mom 

who worked three jobs to support her eight kids, and recalls “how 

hard it was to build a future when it took every bit of  strength to 

survive the now.” But build she did, graduating from St. John’s 

University School of  Law and becoming an attorney: she is now 

lead litigation counsel and paralegal manager, MassMutual law 

department, and has served on many boards, including the National 

LGBT Bar Association. In 2016, she received the Massachusetts Bar 

Association’s Community Service Award. 

Cynthia Medina Carson, a Holyoke native, is an alumna: “For me, 

Girls Inc. became a protected space to dream big and do big.” Big 

indeed—she is a graduate of  Georgetown and Harvard (master’s in 

public policy) and served in the Peace Corps in Nicaragua. Today, 

she is the leader and founder of  Wager, a company focused on 

narrowing the wage and information gap with open and transparent 

conversations. “I know how important it is that we support more 

girls,” says Carson. “Success is built being each other’s keepers.”

We’d also like to thank our dedicated steering committee, who are 

instrumental to the success of  “Her Future, Our Future.” They are: Kay Althoff, Martha Baker, 

Christopher Boino, Kathy Bourque, Melyssa Brown-Porter, David Florian, C. Richard Hinckley, 

Kate Kane, Robyn Newhouse, Carla Oleska, Maria Pelchar, Bob Perry, Elizabeth Preston, 

Yadilette Rivera-Colón, Jane Roulier, Joan Steiger, Mike Sullivan, and Jossie Valentin.

For information please contact Ruth Roy, campaign director, at 413.532.6247 x107 or   

rroy@girlsincvalley.org.

Jess 
pitches inLooking to the future

We ♥ you!

We raised 
$16,093 in 

donations on 
Giving Tuesday 

this year, 
beating our goal 

by 30%. 
Thank you for 

your wonderful 
support. Every 
one of you is 
our Valentine!

In July, board member Jane 
Roulier and her husband Dan 
hosted their annual Girls Inc. 
outing at their farm in 
Somers, CT. Forty girls 
reveled in the fun, doing a 
nature scavenger hunt, taking 
a tractor ride, enjoying the 
pond and having a super silly 
relay race that had them 
collapsing in laughter. To top 
it off, Jane and Dan had a 
cookout—inside the farm’s 
rustic covered bridge—for 
the whole happy gang.

Girls Inc. of the Valley

Most everyone knows about service programs 

like the Peace Corps, across the globe, or 

AmeriCorps, in the U.S. In 2007, Massachusetts 

became the first (and only) state to create its 

own program. It’s called Commonwealth Corps, 

run by the Massachusetts 

Service Alliance, and since 

then more than 1,000 

members have served, 

funded by state stipends. 

This year, for the first time, 

Girls Inc. of  the Valley 

welcomed Commonwealth 

Corps volunteers. To be 

specific, four college-age 

members joined us from 

Hampden County: (l to r) 

Natalia Cruz, Idalis 

Salgado, Caitlin Mogilka, 

and Cassandra Vazquez. 

This fab four has jumped 

into facilitating our 

elementary school 

programs and Eureka! teen STEM program. For 

instance, they’ve rolled out our new Media and 

Me curriculum to help girls learn to evaluate 

and manage media messaging, and hosted 

family dinners for the girls at participating 

schools. “Because of  

Commonwealth Corps, I 

feel much more excited 

and comfortable about my 

future,” says Mogilka. It’s a 

win-win-win, in other words, 

for the girls, Girls Inc. and 

the volunteers too.  

“These four volunteers 

have formed a sweet 

team,” says Becca 

Neubardt, director of  

elementary school 

partnerships. “They are 

supportive of  each other 

and have fostered a 

welcoming and inclusive 

environment for our girls.”

What a team

Carson

Harrigan


