
The need to pivot –
quickly!

When the pandemic hit in 

March 2020, “we had to 

re-learn everything we thought 

we knew about interacting with 

the girls,” says Dee 

Ward, Associate 

Executive Director. 

“The good news is 

we were pretty 

successful in this 

girl-centered-

learning world 

already–but then 

our world became a 

screen.” With the 

girls suddenly at 

home rather than at 

our two Holyoke centers, or at 

our partnering schools in the 

Valley, nothing could be taken 

for granted. In fact, a million 

questions needed answers: 

How could we convert our 

in-person programs into 

remote learning? How could 

we get learning materials to 

each girl? What obstacles 

were the girls facing during the 

pandemic and how could we 

help? 

So we jumped into making 

phone calls. Hundreds of  

phone calls! Girls Inc. staffers 

reached out to the girls and 

Coping with the pain 
of  the pandemic

By the summer, we’d gotten 

the hang of  Zoom. But as the 

pandemic wore on, we could 

see more stress among the 

girls and, in some 

heartbreaking cases, grief. 

They missed their friends 

terribly, felt cooped up, and 

the strain of  home situations 

was beginning to show. They 

had to share space and 

laptops with siblings, and 

some girls had family 

members with COVID. Our 

staff  took workshops on 

recognizing and responding to 

trauma, and we stepped up 

our phone calls even more. 

There were some bright sides 

to going online: “Parents now 

understand the value of  Girls 

Back to school – 
sort of!

In September, we were singled 

out as one of  ten of  the 81 

affiliates from across the  

Girls Inc. national network,  

to help shape 

remote learning 

opportunities for 

girls all over the 

U.S., based on how 

we rose to the 

occasion here in the 

Valley. We were 

proud to share our 

easy-to-replicate 

lesson plans. We 

also pre-registered 

girls to vote and 

stepped up our She Votes 

curriculum about government 

and voting, as the presidential 

election approached in 

November. We asked Bay State 

legislators to send inspirational 

Happily looking 
forward

As we move into the new year, 

we have reason to celebrate! 

Our $5 million campaign, Her 

Future Our Future, has made 

great progress in this period. 

The campaign’s goals are 

threefold: building a 

permanent home, expanding 

school-based programming in 

Holyoke, Chicopee, 

Springfield and 

beyond, sustaining the 

Eureka! STEM 

education program. 

After an exhaustive 

two-year search, we 

have found a great 

building for our new 

headquarters in 

Holyoke: It gives us 

plenty of  room to grow: now 

our littlest girls through their 

teen years will have a learning 

Spring 2021

— Brooke
age 10

‘‘‘‘      I learned that 
you can do stuff  
even if  boys say 
you can’t do it.

A note from Suzanne

It was a challenging year, to say the least—but with the support of  so many of  you we were able to 

meet it head on. How so? By always serving the needs of  397 Girls Inc. girls, in spite of  the 

pandemic, and even though circumstances constantly changed our plans. Sometimes several 

times a day! With the help of  all 21 of  our amazing staff  members and our 89 dedicated volunteers, 

we moved our programming online, and dropped off  everything from laptops to activity kits to 

holiday gifts to the girls’ homes. We mentored and we tutored. We hosted and we adapted.             

And we found joy, too. In this special edition of  “talking about girls,” we                                            

share the story of  this unforgettable year. We think you’ll find it compelling.

We gathered up fun board games for the girls.

Jenga and more to the rescue!

girlsincvalley.org
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Girls Inc. of the Valley

continued continued continued continued

their families—families where 

many parents were essential 

workers, and some had lost 

their jobs. When we learned 

that families might be short of  

food, Girls Inc. supplied 

grocery gift cards. If  they 

lacked household supplies, 

our staffers cleared out the 

supply closets in our now 

shuttered centers, and handed 

out spray bleach and toilet 

paper. We knew that, pre-

pandemic, many girls 

depended on their school 

nurse’s office for menstrual 

supplies. So we launched 

Project Red, and distributed 

boxes of  sanitary pads to  

the girls.

Meanwhile, as we transitioned 

to Zoom, we improvised tech 

support: staffers plunged into 

dropping off  laptops to the 

girls and troubleshooting wi-fi 

issues. We continued offering 

our Girls Inc. curriculum, and 

maintained our focus on 

literacy, STEM learning, 

college and career readiness, 

healthy sexuality and more. 

 In spite of, or maybe because 

of, the stress of  this time, we 

also focused on fun whenever 

possible. The youngest girls 

did at-home scavenger hunts, 

for instance: “Find something 

fuzzy,” was a favorite, as 

stuffed animals and pets made 

cameos onscreen. The middle 

school girls took a comic-

making workshop. In short, 

spring was a period of  

adjustment – a whirlwind, but 

we made it work.

Inc. more than ever—because 

they see what we do,” said 

Dee Ward. “That’s been a real 

gift for us.”  

In June, we did a bunch of  

drive-by graduation parades 

for our departing high 

schoolers, honking our horns 

in loud celebration. Our 

youngest girls enjoyed themed 

weeks, including STEM-inistas 

and Get Literacy. And we set 

up a Zoom session with 

Mylaya Miller, a local activist 

who encouraged the girls to 

make their voices heard. “They 

walked away from that thinking 

‘Oh, I can make a difference at 

any age,’” said Ana Gerena, 

director of  the Mariposa 

Center for our 

youngest girls.

Meanwhile, our teens 

jumped into our 

Eureka! STEM 

program, as UMass 

professors lent their 

expertise. Our high 

schoolers also got 

access to a SAT prep 

course – for free, 

thanks to the College 

Board. Highlight? A 

sneaker art workshop 

with New York 

City-based sneaker 

artist Fetti D’Biasi, aka 

the “Sneaker Fairy.” 

Then we charged into fall.

messages to the girls, which 

came in from many, including 

U.S. Senator Elizabeth Warren, 

U.S. Rep. Ayanna Pressley as 

well as newly-elected State 

Rep. Pat Duffy. 

Meanwhile, we continued to 

educate girls through our 

STEM, literacy and health 

curriculums. And our high 

school girls embarked on virtual 

college tours, too. We also 

repurposed our Mariposa 

Center: The Holyoke Public 

Schools asked us to re-open to 

host an on-site “equity pod,” for 

girls whose parents were away 

at work. As they learned online 

with their teachers, we oversaw 

the group and offered tech 

support, and distributed much- 

appreciated snacks and 

lunches.

To mark the end of  2020, and 

add some joy to an otherwise 

subdued holiday season, we 

pulled out the stops: not only 

did we do drive-by gift 

deliveries for the girls, but we 

dressed as elves too! Our 

board and committee 

members and donors 

generously purchased gifts 

based on the girls’ wish lists. 

And the girls were delighted.

space to call their own. 

We have received some 

wonderfully generous gifts for 

the campaign as well. The 

Amelia Peabody Foundation 

pledged  $145,000 to build out 

the new program space, and 

help us to further develop 

virtual programming and 

prepare for resuming  

in-person programs. 

PeoplesBank pledged $75,000 

to continue the expansion of  

our programs, allowing us to 

serve even more girls 

throughout the Valley, now and 

in the years to come. We are 

so grateful for their support. 

 And this spring, we’ve got 

some great online events, not 

just for the girls but for the 

grownups, too. On March 25, 

we roll out HERstory Trivia 

Night. And at 8 am on 

Thursday, May 6 we’ll bring our 

annual beloved Spirit of  Girls 

event to the screen. 

This year’s theme is 

“Celebrating Her 

Place at the Table.” 

We hope to see you 

there! 

Speaking of  having a 

place at a table, we’d 

like to end with the 

words of  Supreme 

Court Justice Sonia 

Sotomayor: 

“Remember that no 

one succeeds alone,” 

she said, and it’s true, 

we couldn’t have 

made it through this 

hardest of  years without your 

help. Thank you from all of  us 

at Girls Inc. of  the Valley. 

We hope you’ve enjoyed this 

look back at a year like no 

other. And now we’re excited 

to look ahead to a new home 

in our future, and to be with 

our girls in person once again.

We did a drive-by high school 

graduation parade!

Our equity pod hosted Holyoke elementary school girls.

Santa got a little extra help from us this year.
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