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Is Girls Circle an Evidence-based Program?

This article describes the Girls Circle model as a program designed within evidence-based approaches of
Motivational Interviewing and Strengths-Based practices and principles. Additionally, it addresses the
model’s applicability to vulnerable populations, the integration of research-based practices responsive to
the adolescent female brain, trauma, culture, and gender. The article addresses current findings,
evaluation, and the Girls Circle as integral or complementary to core services for girls.

Girls Circle is designed in the evidence-based principles of Motivational Interviewing and
Strengths-Based approaches that target resiliency and protective factors, in addition to
stimulating critical thinking and moral reasoning through experiential activities and guided
discussions. The Strengths-Based approach - now being adopted by several states' education
departments as a developmentally-appropriate approach - is recognized for its effectiveness in
engaging school-aged youth. Motivational Interviewing, a core approach of the behavioral
health sciences field, is recognized by the corrections field as an evidence-based practice.
Cultural responsivity and trauma-responsive practices further enhance the potency and relevance
of these Strengths-Based and Motivational Interviewing applications in the group context.

Girls Circle is a female-responsive program for girls 9 — 18 years of age regardless of risk factor.
Girls Circle focuses on being responsive to adolescent female development from a holistic
perspective which takes into consideration the effects of a girl’s culture, gender, relationships
and environment, as well as trauma by establishing a safe group experience that recognizes and
fosters girls’ capacities for healthy relationships, empathy (being a primary and essential social
skill), self-expression, the development of meaningful educational, career, and relationship goals
and interpersonal skills. In addition, accountability is fostered especially through the strengths-
based, motivational interviewing principles and practices that generate awareness and ownership
of decisions and goals within a collective atmosphere of support. The program is structured and
consistent, with flexibility for program-specific objectives and participant-directed topics, within
adaptable time frames. It creates a welcoming environment in which girls and young women
seek to voice and explore experiences, thoughts and behaviors. Additionally, the model
stimulates emotional regulation in a supportive way that establishes healthy and caring
relationships with peers and adults and re-connects them to society in a pro-social capacity with
the primary goal being a successful participation in community, or successful re-entry into
community from correctional settings.
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It is also complimentary to other models of intervention that solely target mental health,
substance abuse, school truancy, pregnancy prevention, gang involvement and other high risk
behaviors.

There are many examples of communities that deploy the Girls Circle format within the
framework of Evidence-Based Principles. Girls Circle facilitators offer exercises that focus on
gender-relevant themes which influence emotions, thoughts, attitudes and behaviors toward self,
family, peers, and community. Girls Circle is not meant to be a replacement program to cognitive
behavioral treatment or other services. Several communities are pairing Girls Circle with model
CBT programs such as Aggression Replacement Training or Dialectical Behavioral Therapy and
are reporting high levels of client engagement as well as client AND staff satisfaction. Girls
Circle appears to do very well as an option in the menu of core programming.

Nationally recognized as a promising approach by the OJJDP, the Girls Circle program was
implemented in a three year Title II grant-funded program through the Sonoma County Probation
Department and community based organizations in Sonoma County, CA. Named “Circles
Across Sonoma,” the program was highly praised by facilitators, probation officers, girls and
families. While evaluation is underway', the program has been renewed" by the Sonoma County
Probation Department for the 2010-2011 year. To date, over 900 girls have completed the
program with a strong completion success rate. Data thus far indicate significance in body image,
self-efficacy/esteem, and communication to adults. Completed analysis is expected at year end
2010. Previous national studies on the model have seen significant increases in girls’ social
support, perception of body image, self-efficacy, attachment to school and communication with
adults. Importantly, significant decreases have been seen in girls’ self-harm and drinking
behaviors."

The research behind Girls Circle is clinically sound and based on solid approaches endorsed by
the behavioral health sciences field. Like its parent Motivational Interviewing and Strengths-
Based approaches, Girls Circle does have the versatility to be applied to low risk populations
such as schools, camp and after school programs, job training programs, mentoring, and it is now
being demonstrated as a valuable program that makes sense in correctional and rehabilitative
settings as well.

The strengths-based, motivational interviewing Girls Circle program: (1) enhances treatment
readiness and client responsivity, and (2) develops and fosters a positive culture of self directed
change. In the behavioral health sciences field, it has been demonstrated that program outcomes
are substantially improved when the treatment readiness and client responsivity is enhanced.
Clinically, this makes sense - if the client is not receptive to the program, or if the client has not
resolved the ambivalence to change, it would be a struggle for that client to meet program goals.

The value of Girls Circle is as follows: this structured program addresses girls’ inherent needs
and strengths to connect with others. In successfully doing so, it taps girls’ own self-motivations
toward agency and empowerment. Topics, activities, and environment are conducive to girls’
capacities to address their needs, identify and change unhealthy or unsafe behaviors, and develop
and practice skills that are amenable to group work and better able to meet core needs. The girls
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are able to transfer those skills to other parts of their lives, whether it be their classrooms,
neighborhoods and families, job training, emotional regulation and/or mental health programs,
their substance abuse education, physical health, or life skills education and interpersonal
relationships.

In addition, Girls Circle is a culturally responsive program. Cultural responsivity has been
identified as a primary principle of education and youth programming. A salient aspect of the
Girls Circle model, format and curricula that include nine current Facilitator Activity Guides for
girls’ programs and one Mother-Daughter Circle Facilitator Activity Guide is its capacity for
cultural responsivity. Girls’ identities are shaped by and inexplicably tied to race, ethnicity,
culture, socio-economic status, geographic region, sexual orientation, religion or belief system,
and gender. These central characteristics of identity, when recognized in strengths-based
activities and discussions within Girls Circle groups meet fundamental developmental needs that
assist adolescent girls in developing self-worth, coping and resiliency skills, interpersonal
boundaries, goals, critical thinking skills and resources for safe, healthy and legal activities.

For young women of color or disenfranchised populations, there is a disproportionate share of
the total female population in the juvenile justice system. Youth of color generally show higher
death rates, school dropout rates, higher teen birth rates, disengaged youth, poverty rates, single
parent homes, and homes with no full time employed parent." Evidence-based cognitive
behavioral programs in youth programs have not yet, to our knowledge, shown evidence of
significant positive effects on youth of color or female youth specifically. Girls Circle is
designed with positive cultural resiliency elements and is therefore likely to add important
benefits to the overall program and educational goals for young women of color.

Girls Circle and its’ counterpart The Council for Boys and Young Men share a central tenet of
theoretical orientation — a youth’s relationships with others is the central organizing and
influencing feature in his/her overall development. Therefore, all program elements are designed
to recognize, build upon, restore and sustain youth within healthy relationships, a KEY principle
of Strengths-Based models and an essential element for readiness to change. Relational practices
and strategies recognize and build upon girls’ capacity to form social bonds which allow them to
more easily engage in critical thinking processes and to develop safe, legal and healthy skills.”

Girls Circle is a gender-responsive approach that reflects the recommendations of the Office of
Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention for female-responsive policies, programs, and
training for those serving girls."” The pathways which shape adolescent females’ entry into the
juvenile justice system differ from adolescent males. Studies estimate over 90 percent of girls
entering the legal system are victims of crime and trauma, primarily within their homes, through
physical, sexual, and/or emotional abuse, or as witnesses to violence.”™,"",” Traumatic stress
results in altered neurobiological processes and altered structural development in the human
brain, including overdevelopment of the limbic and nonverbal systems, and underdevelopment of
the higher order cognitive structures such as the neo-cortex that focuses on words and abstract
thought.” Hence, by incorporating a trauma-responsive component in its programming,
educational and training institutions and youth development programs are better equipped to
achieve program objectives.
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Girls Circle is a trauma-responsive model. The curricula is not intended to replace mental
health treatment of trauma survivors, but rather to provide science-based strategies to reduce
stress in traumatized or chronically stressed girls and young women, i.e. predictability, caring
and supportive social relationships, shared decision making, and gender-relevant topics and
environments." These strategies promote regulation of neurobiological processes that increase
the potential for girls under stress or impacted by trauma to engage in broader cognitive
processes such as critical thinking and decision making and social-emotional processes.™"

Finally, participants and providers of Girls Circle programs report high satisfaction with the
program. When girls want to attend programs and are engaged, program objectives are more
easily achieved.

In conclusion, Girls Circle offers a model that is designed in the evidence based principles of
Strengths-Based and Motivational Interviewing approaches, and additionally brings cultural
responsivity and science-based trauma responsive strategies to promote female adolescent
development that enhance and compliment other core programming goals of organizations
serving girls and young women.

"For further information, contact Angela Irvine, PhD, Principal Investigator, Ceres Policy Research, Santa Cruz, CA,
email: angelairvine@cerespolicyresearch.com

"Sonoma County Probation Department: http://www.sonoma-
county.org/probation/juvenile_services/special_services.htm
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