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PROMISING PRACTICES

Girls on the Run
Educating and preparing girls for a lifetime
of self-respect and healthy living

by Mark Katz, PhD

GIRLS ON THE RUN combines uplift-
ing running workouts with curriculum-
based experiential activities. The program
is proving to be a fun way for girls aged
eight to thirteen to learn how to celebrate
their strengths, create positive connec-
tions, and successfully handle life’s chal-
lenges both currently and in the years to
come. Under the supervision of a trained
coach, girls meet in groups twice weekly
for twelve weeks. The groups engage in
experiential activities drawn from the
program’s curriculum. At the end of each
session, the girls participate in a running
workout. The running workouts serve to
prepare them for the program’s culminat-
ing event—a 5K run/walk.

The curriculum is divided into three
parts, each eight lessons in length. Part one
provides girls an opportunity to examine
their values, express their likes and dislikes,
and envision their future lives. Among
the topics are “Fueling our healthy pace,”
“Centering: the importance of slowing
down,” and “Celebrating gratitude.” Part
two provides practice in teambuilding and
in skills like listening and cooperating. Les-
son topics include “Gossiping hurts every-

one” and “It’s okay to choose my friends.”
The final eight lessons focus on the com-
munity and how girls can contribute sig-
nificantly to helping others. Lessons also
cover potentially negative community ef-
fects—media messages and peer pressure,
for example—as well as lessons on what
girls can do to offset these effects.

Kathryn Reid, a trained Girls on the
Run coach in Southern California, finds
that girls really enjoy the program. They
especially benefit from the experience of
training for a 5K event and then complet-
ing it successfully with other girls. “It’s
empowering,” says Reid. Beyond this, the
lessons learned can serve participants long
after the program ends. Among the valu-
able life lessons are how to strengthen per-
sonal identity, how to stand up for yourself
in a healthy manner, how to develop a pos-
itive body image, how to understand your
importance to your community, and how
to better prepare yourself for challenges
you'll be facing in the coming years.

The program is the brainchild of
Molly Barker, MSW, from Charlotte,
North Carolina. Barker began running
as a teenager and remembers the accom-

panying emotional benefits. A four-time
Hawaii Ironman triathlete, she drew
upon those early experiences, as well as
her counseling and teaching experience
and knowledge of adolescent research, to
develop the original model, which began
in 1996 with one group of thirteen girls.
Today, Girls on the Run has over 3,600
locations in 162 communities and has
served over a quarter of a million girls.
Some locations also offer an extension of
the model, Girls on Track, which is appro-
priate for girls in grades six through eight.
Readers interested in learning more
about this innovative nonprofit preven-
tion model—including program loca-
tions, program costs, and ways to get
involved—may visit girlsontherun.org.
In 2009, one of the program’s national
sponsors challenged girls to write an es-
say of 300 words or less titled, “How Girls
on the Run Helped You to Be More Fear-
less.” Visitors to the website can also read
the winning essays. Readers who wish to
speak to a program representative directly
by phone can do so by calling 1-800-901-
9965. Staff can also be reached via e-mail
atinfo@girlsontherun.org. @
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