
AT MONTCLAIR (NEW JERSEY)
High School on Oct. 11,
Emma Fishman will be busy

passing out pamphlets to her class-
mates with facts about girls. The 17-
year-old is one of many young people
around the U.S. whose voices will echo
through schools announcing the first
International Day of the Girl Child. 

When we talk about women’s
rights, the rights of girls aren’t always
included. Forced child marriage, lack
of opportunities for secondary educa-
tion, genital mutilation—these are
just a few of the issues primarily af-
fecting young women around the
world. Now, following a four-year
campaign spearheaded by School
Girls Unite, a girls’ advocacy group
based in Washington, D.C., and Plan
International, a Canadian children’s
development organization, the world
has a freshly minted day of action to
spotlight the potential of girls. 

Formally adopted by the United
Nations on Dec. 19, 2011, the Inter-
national Day of the Girl Child cele-
brates girls as agents of change,
recognizing the distinctive challenges
they face and investing in furthering
their rights. The U.N. General As-

sembly delivered a clear message:
The cycle of pervasive gender in-
equality can be broken down early if
we empower and educate girls.

While the problems of, say, child
marriage may not be as prevalent in
the U.S. as elsewhere, other difficul-
ties confront American girls: personal
safety, distorted body images, educa-
tional equity, sex trafficking, early
pregnancy. Fifty-four percent of
rapes perpetrated on women in the
U.S. occur before their 18th birth-
days. More than half of 3rd-to-5th-
grade girls worry about their
appearances. The teen pregnancy
rate is highest in the developed
world, and the average age of entry
into prostitution is between 12 and
14 years old. U.S. girls are more like-
ly than boys to be malnourished, im-
poverished and face disease. And
female genital mutilation isn’t just a
problem outside the U.S.: Nearly
230,000 girls are at risk of undergo-
ing the painful and life-altering pro-
cedure within our borders. 

Since girls are regularly silenced in
society, finding a viable platform from
which to voice the injustices they face
is critical. The U.N.’s endorsement of

the day raises the visibility of this mar-
ginalized group, allowing girls to ally
with peers and promote their concerns
in public forums. On Oct. 11 there
will be an online Virtual Summit, con-
necting girls worldwide through inter-
active message boards on which they
can post videos or articulate their con-
cerns and triumphs. An all-girl flash
mob will spring up at Grand Central
Station (shh, it’s a surprise!). 

“The Day of the Girl is a chance for
organizations that work for girls’
empowerment to join together and
promote awareness,” says Ashley
Steimer-King, director of Girls Learn
International, a program of the Fem-
inist Majority Foundation with chap-
ters in high schools and middle schools
around the country. “Everyone will
join forces to recognize that when you
leave girls behind, you’re doing ir-
reparable damage to all humankind.”

Day of the Girl Child is a time to de-
mand the respect and recognition girls
deserve, but also to experience the
power of activism and self-advocacy.
Says Emma Fishman, “Advocating for
girls’ education and basic human rights
has given me a purpose.”

—ANNA BAHR

The U.N. recognizes girl power

Young Feminists Have Their Day

Day of the Girl campaign cofounder Joanne Conelley (right, now in college) with high school leaders from School Girls Unite.
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