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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
The Investing in Girls Alliance (IIGA) has been working to improve the status of middle school-
aged girls since 2007. IIGA is made up of representatives from local and state government 
agencies, public schools and colleges in the Greater Worcester area, and non-profit and private 
organizations. 

 
This report is both a compendium of recent research findings on middle school and high school 
girls in and around Worcester and a report of the analysis of the annual DPH Youth Risk 
Behavior Assessment data. This report presents the data we have from middle and high school 
surveys, disaggregated for girls, with some comparisons for girls who participate in girl-serving 
organizations, or GSOs.  

 
Key Findings:  
 
• Since 2012, the number of middle school girls who feel they are “at the right weight” 

continues to decline, and the number who feel they are “slightly/very overweight” 
continues to increase.  This trend is mirrored among high schoolers. 

• Both middle and high school girls are showing a decrease in the number who report getting 
exercise for 60 minutes or more on 7 days of the week over 2019;  there is also an increase 
in the number of girls who report 0 days of 60 minutes of exercise in a typical week. 

• Middle school girls who participate in girl-serving programs are more likely to report having 
learned about health relationships (63.5% GSO vs 56.7% girls at large), and more likely to 
report having been taught about sexual health (49.1% GSO vs 45.5% girls at large).  

• In response to a new question in the Greater Worcester Regional Youth Health Survey for 
2021, “In the past 30 days, how often was your mental health not good?”, the results show 
the largest group (30.2%) of middle school girls in the middle at “sometimes”.  At the two 
extremes of the scale – “never” and “all the time”;  middle school girls in GSOs are more 
likely to report an extreme. One possible cause may be the acceptance of sharing about 
mental health within the peer groups and supportive adults in the GSO; other explanations 
are still to be explored. 

• In the high school data, we can see the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on mental health, 
in the swing of the bell curve toward “most” and “all the time”. It is somewhat reassuring to 
see a return to the more typical bell curve when the same question asks high school girls to 
answer for the past 30 days only. *Note: this data was collected in the late winter and early 
spring of 2021-2022.  

• More middle school girls in GSOs tell us they were taught about mental health in school – 
52.3% of GSO girls versus 41.9% of girls at large. The implication here is that the GSO 
experience may have reinforced the lessons of the school; or taught it specifically and girls 
remembered the original lessons from school. 
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• In 2021, fewer middle school girls reported aspirations of attending college or other 
training, having someone to talk with about their future, and thinking about their futures 
with hope. However, there is a clear and powerful impact on girls engaged in out-of-school 
time programs on their future expectations, and it is most impactful at the middle school 
level.   

• High schoolers also show a slight drop if their future aspirations, and girls engaged with a 
GSO show a slight benefit in this area. At the high school level, more girls are reporting 
participation in high school clubs and government, and in holding a job in 2021 than in 
2019; participation in sports and in volunteer work shows a decrease, most likely to the “in 
person” nature of these opportunities which was curtailed through the start of the 2021-22 
school year.  

• Overall, we see a rise in girls’ use of technology not for schoolwork across the seven years of 
data. There is a significant increase in 2021, likely due to engagement in virtual activities 
during the pandemic. GSOs increased the availability of online activities for girls, and that 
may account for the higher numbers. This increase is more evident in our middle school 
girls.   

• Online time increased over the span of the data, however, the reported data around texting 
and sexting has remained fairly steady at the middle school and high school levels. There is 
a significant increase in sexting and requests for nude and sexually suggestive photos as 
girls enter high school. While about 1 of 7 middle school girls (12.2) report being asked for 
nude or suggestive photos; more than 1 of 3 girls in high school (37.8%) report being asked.  

o By comparison, just 3.4% of middle school boys (about 1 in 28) report having been 
asked to send a nude or sexually suggestive picture of themselves to another 
person; 19.1% of high school boys (less than 1 in 5) report being asked.  

• With the increase in online time, the increase in electronic bullying continues to increase as 
well. Our middle school girls engaged in GSOs are not immune to bullying. For high school 
girls, we see a decrease in electronic bullying; although among high school girls with GSO 
participation there seems to be a different story emerging, we will continue to track this 
into the future.  

• Some girls face additional barriers and challenges to thriving, where possible, we have 
pulled out data that speaks to these concerns. It is important to work closely with partners 
who work directly with girls managing additional burdens to learn from their experience 
and not unintentionally marginalize or stigmatize these girls.  
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OUR HISTORY 
 
The Investing in Girls Alliance (IIGA) has been working to improve the status of middle school-
aged girls since 2007 when the Mayor’s Youth At-Risk Taskforce identified rising violence 
among middle school-aged girls as a growing concern.  Worcester’s girl-serving organizations 
were tasked to develop a coordinated response, and the Alliance was born. IIGA is made up of 
representatives from local and state government agencies, public schools and colleges in the 
Greater Worcester area, and non-profit and private organizations. 
 

Investing In Girls Alliance Vision, Mission, and Priorities 
 

Our vision is to improve the lives of girls in greater Worcester and ensure local girls grow up to 
be happy, healthy, and productive 

 
Our mission is to improve services for middle school girls in central Massachusetts through 

research, education, advocacy, and collaboration 
 
The Investing in Girls Alliance has three priority areas we believe are central to the well-being of 
middle school-aged girls;  

• Health and healthy relationships; addressing physical, behavioral, and sexual health. 

• Economic empowerment; addressing career readiness and financial literacy. 

• Violence and safety; addressing relationship and community violence and promoting safe 
behaviors and environments for girls. 

 
The work of IIGA centers around four key strategies; Data and Research to effectively measure 
the well-being of local girls and understand their current and emerging needs, Public 
Education to raise community awareness of the unique needs, assets, and challenges of 
middle-school-aged girls, Promoting Best Practices through networked training and peer 
sharing and Advocacy to secure gender equitable policies and sufficient resources for girls by 
aligning with like partners across the state including the Massachusetts Commission on the 
Status of Women, and funders who prioritize funding for girls. 
 
This 2022 Status of Girls Update is a result of our Data and Research strategy. IIGA provides this 
gender-specific data to support our alliance members, and community partners as they 
continue to provide quality programs for our middle school girls.  These programs are critically 
important as they provide the protective environment and relationships that help girls mitigate 
the risks they face and support their healthy development through the crucial middle school 
years. 2021 marked an important addition to our data collection; we have added a data point of 
participation in a girl-serving program during out-of-school time to the Worcester Division of 
Public Health (DPH) annual survey to all middle schoolers.  The responses to this question will 
allow us to see the impact of our programs on the girls who participate, in relation to the 
population of all girls who participate in the survey regionally. 
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OUR METHODOLOGY  
 
This report is both a compendium of recent research finding on middle school and high school 
girls in and around Worcester and a report of the analysis of the annual DPH Youth Risk 
Behavior Assessment data.  
 
IIGA has had access to the YRBS (Greater Worcester Regional Youth Health Survey) data from 
the DPH since 2017, and in 2019 we were able to add the question “Do you participate in after-
school programs” and definitions of the after-school programs that are girl-serving. This allows 
for the comparison of national data from the CDC, statewide data, regional (Worcester and 
surrounding towns) data, and data from middle school girls in Worcester and surrounding 
towns who participate in girl-serving programs.  
 
The most significant environmental factor in our 2019 Status of Girls in Greater Worcester 
report was the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic.  We are beginning to see through the data 
some of those impacts now. This report presents the data we have from middle and high school 
surveys, disaggregated for girls.  

 
OUR FINDINGS 
 
Demographics 
 
This report identifies findings from the group of communities that participate in the Greater 
Worcester Regional Youth Health Survey; Grafton, Millbury, Leicester, Shrewsbury, and 
Worcester for 2021, the most recent survey year; the data comes from 4,586 middle schoolers; 
2,207 who identify as female and who are ages 12-15.  386 girls tell us they participate in an 
after school program that serves girls – a Girl Serving organization (GSO).  
 
To understand the environment where the girls IIGA seeks to impact lives, we can look at the 
largest community represented in the survey.  Worcester is a diverse city with a growing 
population. The 2021 population is 205,918: up 10% in the past ten years. Worcester is 
becoming more diverse, 68% are White, 23% Hispanic, 13% Black, 7% Asian, and 6% identified 
as two+.  The most common foreign languages in Worcester are Spanish (28,346 speakers), 
African Languages (6,419 speakers), and Vietnamese (5,499 speakers). Worcester also has a 
relatively high number of Other Indo-European (3,280 speakers) and Portuguese (2,946 
speakers). 78.5% of Worcester residents were born in the US; 21.5% were foreign-born. 
 
Data from the Worcester Public School District Profile provides a closer look at the middle and 
high school-aged students who took the survey in 2021.   Middle school enrollment is down 
from 2019. A total of 5,164 students are enrolled in grades 6 (1,683), 7 (1,748), and 8 (1,733).  
This is a significant decrease from the 2019 middle school enrollment of 7,271.  7,252 students 
are enrolled in high school grades 9 (1,943), 10 (1,856), 11 (1,710), and 12 (1,743).  Of the 
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23,735 students enrolled in the district, 11,609 are identified as female, 12,124 as male, and 2 
as non-binary.   
 
The charts below from 2021-22 enrollment data show the diversity and unique characteristics 
of Worcester Public School students:  
 
 

  Student Race and Ethnicity           Selected Populations 

    

 
HEALTH 
 
Because our data comes from a regional youth health survey, the preponderance of our data 
describes a broad spectrum of health risk behaviors. These include girls’ perception of their 
weight and behaviors to manage it, levels of physical activity, and healthy behaviors regarding 
eating,  drinking, and sleep habits. Additionally, we have data on behavioral health including 
mental health and substance use behaviors, and finally, sexual health practices.  
 
Physical Health 
 
Indicators of physical health from the YRBS data include how girls 
describe their weight, how physically active girls are, and their healthy 
eating behaviors.   
 
Since 2012, the number of middle school girls who feel they are “at 
the right weight” continues to decline, and the number who feel they 
are “slightly/very overweight” continues to increase.  This trend is mirrored among high 
schoolers.  The chart below from middle school shows the trend from 2012-2021 and the high 
school chart from 2019.  
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Among middle school girls, while 27.9% indicate that they are slightly/very overweight, a 
staggering 47.7% also report that they are actively trying to lose weight.  
 
Both middle and high school girls participating in girl serving organizations are not immune to 
this trend and show the same relationship to weight as the greater Worcester sample.  

 
 
 
Among high school girls, a higher 
percentage of girls report they 
are slightly/very overweight, and 
they have additional questions 
about what they are doing to try 
to lose weight.  
 
 
 
  

 

53.2%

33.9%

56.2%

30.1%

50.2%

35.8%

At the right weight Slightly/Very overweight

High School: 
How would you describe your weight?

2019 2021 2021 GSO

18.4%

4.8% 5.2%

24.5%

4.2%
7.3%

28.6%

6.6% 8.3%

During the past 30 days, did you go
without eating for 24 hours or more to

lese/keep from gaining weight?

During the past 30 days, did you take
any diet pills, powders, or liquids to lose

weight/keep from gaining weight?

During the past 30 days, did you vomit
or take laxatives to lose weight or to

keep from gaining weight?

High School: Weight Loss

2019 2021 2021 GSO

55.6%

27.0%

54.7%

31.3%

52.0%

27.0%

51.6%

27.9%

45.1%
33.3%

At the right weight Slightly/Very overweight

Middle School:
How would you describe your weight?

2012 2017 2019 2021 2021 GSO
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The next area of the survey relates to how physically active girls are. Both middle 
and high school girls are showing a decrease in the number who report getting 
exercise for 60 minutes or more on 7 days of the week;  there is also an increase 
in the number of girls who report 0 days of 60 minutes of exercise in a typical 
week.  
 
 

 
When we compare middle school 
girls who are active in a Girl Serving 
organization with all middle school 
girls, we see that MSG with 
participation in GSO are more likely 
to get 60 minutes of exercise 5 days 
or more a week, and more likely to 
get 60 minutes of exercise 7 days of 
the week.  
 
 
 
 

4.5%

48.1%

20.4%
10.2%

45.8%

21.3%
11.0%

46.0%

21.0%17.5%

34.4%

14.9%

0 days 5 days or more 7 days

Middle School: How many days are you physically active for a 
total of 60 minutes or more? 

2012 2017 2019 2021

17.5% 18.4%

34.4% 40.1%

14.9%
20.8%

2021 2021 GSO

How many days are you physically 
active for a total of 60 minutes or 

more?

0 days 5 days or more 7 days

19.3%

39.4%

19.8%20.9%

35.5%

14.9%

0 days 5 days or more 7 days

High School: How many days are you physically active for a total 
of 60 minutes or more? 

2019 2021
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In IIGA’s 2019 Update on the Status of Girls in Greater Worcester, we reported that girls in our 
region are doing better in being physically active compared to their peers across the state, with 
only 10% vs. the state’s 22% reporting no days with physical activity. This data has not yet been 
updated with the most current survey data.  
 
Food security remains a stubborn issue in Worcester and was compounded as 
COVID-19 swept through our community. Two recent Worcester-based 
surveys revealed that one in five of the Worcester residents surveyed struggle 
with food security. 27% of those assisted in food pantries in the past year are 
between the ages of five and seventeen. i However, in the YRBS data, the 
number of MS girls reporting that they did not eat because there was no 
money for food has declined, even throughout the COVID pandemic. This may 
suggest that being able to buy food (having money) may not be the only factor 
impacting food security in Worcester.  
 

 
 
Another factor in food insecurity is the availability of healthy foods. 1 in 5 of our middle school 
girls does not eat breakfast on any day of the week, and the number eating breakfast every day 
has dropped. Again, we see that participation in a Girl Serving organization does not insulate 
our girls from skipping meals or increase the likelihood they will put their nutrition first.   
 

 
 
 

7.5% 6.9%
5.0% 4.5%

Middle School:
In the past 7 days, were you ever hungry but didn't eat because 

there wasn't enough money for food in your house?

2017 2019 2021 2021 GSO

14.2%
6.9%

35.6%

11.9%
8.5%

33.9%

17.8%

7.0%

28.0%

20.0%

6.1%

28.8%

0 days 4 days 7 days

Middle School:
In the past 7 days, on how many days did you eat breakfast? 

2017 2019 2021 2021GSO
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It is good to see that over a quarter of middle school 
girls and almost a quarter of high school girls are 
eating breakfast every day. However, it is concerning 
to see how many are not; 20% of middle school girls 
and 23% of high school girls.  
 
The survey also asks about the consumption of soda 
and sports drinks. One of the important 
considerations in girls’ consumption of sugary and 
caffeinated drinks is the impact it can have on the 
quality of sleep adolescents get.ii We explore sleep in 
the next section.  
 
 

 
The final area IIGA explored in relation to physical health is girls’ sleep behavior. The American 
Academy of Sleep Medicine has recommended that children aged 6–12 years should regularly 
sleep 9–12 hours per 24 hours and teenagers aged 13–18 years should sleep 8–10 hours per 24 
hours.iii   
 
In 2019, we found that over half of middle school-aged girls in greater Worcester are getting 8 
hours or less of sleep on a school night, this remains consistent in the 2021 survey results. 
However, as we look at sleep in high school girls, the number that gets six hours or less is 
sharply higher in both 2019 and 2021, and the continuing rise is concerning. Only 3.8% of our 
high school girls report getting eight hours or more.  
 

Greater Worcester Regional Youth 
Health Survey, in 2017, 1 in three 
middle school girls reported eating 
breakfast every day (35.6%), in 
contrast, 48.7% of boys report they eat 
breakfast every day. In 2021, 28.0% of 
middle school girls report eating 
breakfast every day, compared to 
42.3% of boys. While both are less 
likely to be eating breakfast every day, 
boys are more likely to be eating 
breakfast.  
 

18.9%

6.1% 4.0%

23.1%

6.7%
3.9%

20.5%

8.0%
4.0%

0 days 4 days 7 days

Middle School:
In the past 7 days, how many times did you drink a soda or a 

sports drink? 

2019 2021 2021 GSO
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The final question that relates to overall physical health is middle school aged girls visit their 
primary care doctor for routine checkups. As you can see in the chart below, most girls do, but 
it is concerning that some do not do so even though they have a primary care provider.  
 

 

5.6% 5.3% 8.3% 8.3%
15.0% 13.3%

15.3% 14.8%

28.7% 29.9% 26.5% 27.1%

6.1% 5.6% 5.7% 5.5%

2017 2019 2021 2021 GSO

Middle School:
On an average school night, how much sleep do you get?

4 hours or less 6 hours 8 hours 10 hours or more

10.5% 11.9% 13.0%

23.7%
25.3% 24.3%

18.7%
3.8% 4.7%

2.2%

0.0% 0.0%

2019 2021 2021 GSO

High School:
On an average school night, how much sleep do you get?

4 hours or less 6 hours 8 hours 10 hours or more

82.8%

10.7%
2.3%

81.4%

15.3%
2.0%

83.7%

16.5%
1.9%

Yes No No Primary Care Doctor

Middle School:
Over the past 12 months, did you visit your primary care doctor for 

a routine check-up?

2019 2021 2021 GSO
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Sexual Health 
 
There is a marked decrease in the number of girls reporting they were taught about sexual 
health topics from 2017 to 2021. In 2021, the Worcester Public Schools implemented a new 
comprehensive sexual health and healthy relationships curriculum. This is concurrent with the 
time of the most recent YRBS survey, so the impact is not yet evident.  
 

     
 
It is important to note that girls who are in middle school and who participate in after school 
girl serving programs (GSO) are more likely to report having learned about health relationships 
(63.5% GSO vs 56.7% girls at large); and more likely to report have been taught about sexual 
health (49.1% GSO vs 45.5% girls at large).  
 

 
 

4.2%

3.5%

2.0% 1.9%

Yes

Middle School:
Have you ever had sexual 

intercourse?

2017 2019 2021 2021 GSO

25.8%

20.5%

16.7%
18.6%

13.7%

had sexual intercourse given or received oral sex (not
asked for GSO)

High School:
Have you ever:

2019 2021 2021 GSO

64.3% 65.1%
70.1%

40.7% 42.5%
37.2%

54.9%
58.2%

29.4%

38.9%

23.6%

45.5%

56.7%

22.8%

29.1%

22.7%

49.1%

63.5%

19.5%

30.4%

AIDS or HIV infection Sexual Health Healthy Relationships The use of a condom Oher ways to prevent
HIV, STI, pregnancy

Middle School: 
Have you ever been taught about:

2017 2019 2021 2021 GSO
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The responses from high school girls are similar.  
 

 
 
 
Behavioral Health 
 
Behavioral health concerns have escalated during the pandemic, 
with girls being a group that has raised concerns in many studies 
both nationally, and in regions across Massachusetts.  
 
The biggest concern is the rising rates of girls’ depression and 
anxiety.  While we identified these concerns in 2019, they have 
increased in the most recent survey, especially for middle school girls.  While the lethality has 
not increased for high school girls, there are increases for middle school-aged girls, and 
increases are consistent across all girls and girls engaged in GSOs.  
 

 
 

65.4% 64.7% 64.8%

56.5%

69.9%

47.6%

55.3% 55.1%

43.3%

61.4%

48.5%

57.9% 59.1%

43.7%

58.4%

AIDS or HIV infection Sexual Health Healthy Relationships The use of a condom Other ways to prevent
HIV, STI, pregnancy

High School:
Have you ever been taught about:

2019 2021 2021 GSO

34%

17%

3%

33%

20%

8%

33.9%

20.1%
13.8%

8.2%
4.6%

45.6%

28.2%

18.9%

10.1%

21.9%

47.2%

29.2%
19.5%

11.1%

23.3%

In the past year, have
you felt so sad or
hopeless that you

stopped doing usual
things

Have you ever thought
seriously about killing

yourself

Have you ever tried to
kill yourself

Have you ever tried to
kill yourself?

During the past 12
months, did you hurt or

injure yourself on
purpose without
wanting to die?

Middle School:
Mental Health

2015 2017 2019 2021 2021 GSO
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In high school, the questions are asked a little differently, however, there is no significant 
change since 2019. 
 

   
 
A new question in the Greater Worcester Regional Youth Health Survey for 2021 was “In the past 
30 days, how often was your mental health not good?” The results show a bell curve – with the 
largest group (30.2%) of middle school girls in the middle at “sometimes”. When looking at the 
two extremes of the scale – “never” and “all the time” we see those middle schoolers engaged 
in girl-serving organizations are both more likely to report an extreme. One possible cause 
might be the acceptance of sharing about mental health within the peer groups and supportive 
adults in the GSO; other explanations are still to be explored.  
 

 
 

4.4%

2.5%

0.6% 0.8%

4.0%

2.7%

0.5% 0.5%

5.1%

3.4%

0.9% 0.9%

1 time 2-3 times 4-5 times 6+ times

High School:
During the past 12 months, how 

many times did you attempt suicide? 

2019 2021 2021 GSO

2.8% 2.6% 2.6%

6.6% 6.6%

9.8%

2019 2021 2021 GSO

High School:
If you attempted suicide during the 

past 12 months, did any attempt 
result in an injury, poisoning, or 

overdose that had to be treated by 
a doctor or nurse?

Yes No

16.1%

20.6%

30.2%

19.0%

8.7%

19.7%
18.4%

33.1%

19.7%

11.5%

0.0%

5.0%

10.0%

15.0%

20.0%

25.0%

30.0%

35.0%

Never Rarely Sometimes Most of the time All the time

Middle School: In the past 30 days, how often was your mental 
health not good?

2021 2021 GSO
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At the high school level, the question was asked in two ways; in the past 30 days, and during 
the COVID 19 pandemic. In the high school data, we can see the impact of the COVID-19 
pandemic on mental health, in the swing of the bell curve toward “most” and “all the time”. It is 
somewhat reassuring to see a return to the more typical bell curve when the same question 
asks high school girls to answer for the past 30 days only. *Note: this data was collected in the 
late winter and early spring of 2021-2022.  
 

 
 
Since 2018 the greater Worcester area has invested in providing Mental Health First Aid to 
teachers in school and youth workers in out of school time programs.  Additionally, 
organizations such as the SHINE Initiative, have emerged with the goal of providing mental 
health education.  From the data, there is a sharp decline in middle school girls reporting having 
been taught about mental health – this learning would have taken place during the remote 
learning of the pandemic and may explain the sharp drop.  
 
Of note is the strong showing of middle school girls in Girls serving organizations who tell us 
they were taught about mental health in school – 52.3% of GSO girls versus 41.9% of girls at 
large. The implication here is that the GSO experience may have reinforced the lessons of the 
school; or taught it specifically and girls remembered the original lessons from school. 
Whatever the case, the girls in GSOs are more likely to report having been taught about mental 
health.  

12.9%
15.3%

33.2%

25.7%

12.8%12.1%
13.4%

26.9%

30.1%

17.1%

Never Rarely Sometimes Most of the time Always

High School: How often was your mental health not good?

During the past 30 days During the COVID-19 pandemic
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One of the more positive outcomes from the period of COVID 19 is the reduction in self-
reported substance misuse among middle school and high school students. The protective 
factor of engagement in a girl serving organization (GSO) is seen in lower reported use as well.  
 

 

57.7%

19.7% 22.5%

59.6%

14.9%
22.0%

41.9%

12.6% 10.9%

52.3%

12.5% 13.6%

Yes No Not sure

Middle School:
Have you ever been taught about mental health in school?

2017 2019 2021 2021 GSO

1%

5%

3%

5%

14%

5%

8%

16%

8%

12.4%
14.4%

6.8%6.3%

11.3%

4.2%

7.2%

10.5%

3.4%

Tobacco Alcohol Marijuana

Middle School:
Have you ever used:

2012 (past 30 days) 2015 (ever) 2017 (ever) 2019 (ever) 2021 2021 GSO



2022 Status of Girls in Greater Worcester 
 

 17 

The survey asks middle school girls if they have ever used cocaine, sniffed glue, steroids and 
pain meds without a prescription and opioids.  The numbers are very small, so we cannot see 
any large change, however, there is a clear downward trend in glue sniffing over the time we 
have been collecting this data. There is not a clear indication of a difference for girls in GSOs. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
  

This new equity in substance misuse for girls and boys is a local, as well as global concern. 
In fact, recent studies find teenage girls in the United States now start to drink alcohol 
sooner than boys do.iv  Comparing data from middle school boys in 2021 data shows that  
10.2% have tried nicotine (compared to 7.2% of girls), 2.4% have tried marijuana (3.4% of 
girls); 8.5% have tried alcohol (compared to 10.5% of girls). 
 

43.1%

29.1%

16.5%

32.0%
29.1%

13.1%

17.7%
15.5%

Tobacco Alcohol Marijuana

High School:
Have you ever used:

2019 (ever) 2021 2021 GSO

6.3%

11.3%

4.2%

7.2%

10.5%

3.4%

0.0%

2.0%

4.0%

6.0%

8.0%

10.0%

12.0%

Tobacco Alcohol Marijuana

Middle School:
Have you ever used:

2021 2021 GSO

0.6%

4.9%

0.7%0.7%

4.3%

1.3%

3.2%

0.5%

0.8%

3.9%

1.1%

3.3%

0.4%
0.2%

3.3%

0.9%

3.1%

0.2%
0.3%

3.4%

0.8%

3.4%

0.0%

Cocaine Sniffed Glue Steriods (without
prescription)

Pain Meds (without
prescription)

Opiods

Middle School:
Have you ever used: 

2015 2017 2019 2021 2021 GSO

https://www.cbsnews.com/news/lisa-damour-untangled-guiding-teenage-girls-through-the-seven-transitions-into-adulthood/
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ECONOMIC EMPOWERMENT 
 
IIGA has been looking at data related to future expectations and 
education for middle school aged girls as indicators of economic 
empowerment since 2012. Recent data continues to show that 
4 out of 5 middle school girls report earning As and Bs on their 
report cards; this percentage is slightly higher for those girls 
who participate in GSOs.   This may have been impacted by COVID-19, but we will need to look 
over time to really see if these changes are shorter or longer term.  

 
A look back over seven years of IIGA data shows an overall decline in the future expectations of 
middle school girls.  In 2021, fewer middle school girls reported aspirations of attending college 
or other training, having someone to talk with about their future, and thinking about their 
futures with hope. However, there is a clear and powerful impact for girls engaged in out-of-
school time programs on their future expectations, and it is most impactful at the middle school 
level.   
 

 

92.3% 92.3% 89.0%88.5% 86.0% 82.0%82.4% 79.9% 77.8%76.1% 77.8%

59.3%

85.9% 87.2%
74.7%

I see myself going to college or other
educational training programs after high

school

There are some adults in my life who talk to
me about planning my future

I like thinking about my future and am
hopeful about it

Middle School:  Future Expectations

2012 2017 2019 2021 2021 GSO

Overall, more girls report 
receiving A and B grades 
compared to boys. While 78.9% 
of middle school girls report 
getting As and Bs in school, 72.5% 
of boys report the same grades. 
90% of girls in a previous survey 
reported feeling like they were 
“doing their best” at their 
schoolwork. (2007, 2011).  
These positive trends in 
education imply that school is a 
safe space for girls, that they 
believe education is valuable and 
they are connecting academics to 
future careers.  
 

83.1%

22.0%

81.3%

38.2%

80.5%

41.2%

87.9%

56.2%

78.9%

41.6%

82.5%

37.3%

A's and B's B's and C's

Middle School:
What are your grades in school?

2012 2015 2017 2019 (4-1 scale) 2021 2021 GSO
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High schoolers also show a slight drop in their future aspirations, and girls engaged with a GSO 
show a slight benefit in this area. At the high school level, more girls are reporting participation 
in high school clubs and government, and in holding a job in 2021 than in 2019; participation in 
sports and in volunteer work shows a decrease, most likely to the “in person” nature of these 
opportunities which was curtailed through the start of the 2021-22 school year.  
 

 
 
VIOLENCE AND SAFETY 
  
Since the beginning, IIGA has kept a steady focus on violence and safety for middle school-aged 
girls. The Greater Worcester Regional Youth Health Survey measures violence and safety across 
a spectrum of factors; from time spent online (or on screens), texting and sexting, bullying, 
dating violence, and weapon use and fighting.   
 
Overall, we see a rise in girls’ use of technology not for schoolwork across the seven years of 
data. There is a significant increase in 2021, likely due to engagement in virtual activities during 
the pandemic. GSOs increased the availability of online activities for girls, and that may account 
for the higher numbers. This increase is more evident in our middle school girls.   
 

 

88.9% 89.5%
78.1%

84.4% 89.9%

74.3%

88.3% 91.0%
77.4%

I see myself going to college or other
educational training programs after

high school

There are some adults in my life who
talk to me about planning my future

I like thinking about my future and am
hopeful about it

High School: Future Expectations

2019 2021 2021 GSO

48.0%

15.7%

53.0%

23.1%

59.6%

26.5%

59.4%

27.0%

71.7%

40.5%

77.6%

43.7%

3 hours or more 5 hours or more

Middle School: 
On an average school day, how many hours do you spend on screen time 

for something that is not schoolwork?

2012 2015 2017 2019 2021 2021 GSO
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Questions regarding texting and sexting behaviors have been asked of both middle school and 
high school students since 2019. While online time increased over the span of the data, it is 
interesting that the reported data around texting 
and sexting has remained fairly steady at the 
middle school and high school levels. There is a 
significant increase in sexting and requests for nude 
and sexually suggestive photos as girls enter high 
school. While about 1 of 7 middle school girls (12.2) 
report being asked for nude or suggestive photos; 
more than 1 of 3 girls in high school (37.8%) report 
being asked.  
 

 
 
  

66.8%

29.0%

79.1%

43.9%

80.7%

45.9%

3 hours or more 5 hours or more

High School:
On an average school day, how many hours do you spend on 

screen time for something that is not schoolwork?

2019 2021 2021 GSO

2.0%

13.0%

16.6%

1.9%

14.4%

12.2%

Have you ever electronically sent a
nude or sexually suggestive picture or

video of yourself to someone or posted
online?

Have you ever received a nude or
sexually suggestive picture or video of

someone else?

Has anyone ever asked you to send a
nude or sexually suggestive picture or

video of yourself to them or to
someone else?

Middle School Texting/Sexting

2019 2021

By comparison, just 3.4% of middle 
school boys (about 1 in 28) report 
having been asked to send a nude or 
sexually suggestive picture of 
themselves to another person; 19.1% 
of high school boys (less than 1 in 5) 
report being asked.  
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Bullying continues to be a major concern for our girls; as seen in 
the chart below. With the increase of online time, the increase in 
electronic bullying continues to increase as well. Our middle 
school girls engaged in GSOs are not immune to bullying. For high 
school girls, we see a decrease in electronic bullying, although 
among high school girls with GSO participation there seems to be 
a different story emerging.   
 

 
 

20.9%

37.7% 39.0%

16.0%

38.5% 37.8%

Have you ever electronically sent a nude
or sexually suddestive picture or video of

yourself to someone or posted online?

Have you ever received a nude or
sexually suggestive picture or video of

someone else?

Has anyone ever asked you to send a
nude or sexually suggestive picture or

video of yourself to them or to someone
else?

High School Texting/Sexting

2019 2021

16.0%

24.5%27.0%

41.0%

22.7%

36.5%

5.1%

30.5%

40.3%

28.9%
32.6%

45.5%

31.5%

Electronically bullied Bullied on school property Electronically bullied on school property

Middle School: Bullying

2012 2017 2019 2021 2021 GSO
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Dating violence questions are only asked of high school girls, and we have only gathered them 
for two years.  We do see a decrease between 2019 and 2021.  
 
Regarding fighting and weapons, there is a slight decrease in 2021 of middle schoolers telling us 
they have been in a physical fight, although the number is still over 1 in five girls; similarly, the 
number of middle school girls telling us they have carried a weapon has decreased from 7.0% in 
2019 to 6.5% in 2021.  
 

 
 
Among high schoolers, we can see similar information in the context of the past year; 
remembering that the year would be late fall/early winter 2020 – winter/spring 2021 based on 
the timeline of the survey. What does seem important here is that we have girls and girls who 
are participating in GSOs, who face serious issues of violence and safety. 
 

14.4% 14.4% 14.8%
12.5% 11.6%

8.6%

14.4%

10.2%

14.5%

Electronically bullied Bullied on school property Electronically bullied on school property

High School: Bullying

2019 2021 2021 GSO

21.0%

7.0%

25.0%

11.0%

25.7%

7.0%

23.1%

6.5%

22.1%

8.5%

Been in a physical fight Carried a weapon

Middle School- Have you ever:

2012 2017 2019 2021 2021 GSO
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4.6%
5.7%

3.4% 3.6%

5.9%

8.5%

2.2%

4.0%

5.3%

7.4%

8.8%

2.0%

you were physically
hurt by someone in

your family

you witnessed violence
in your family

someone threatened or
injured you with a
weapon on school

property

you were in a physical
fight

you were in a physical
fight on school property

High School- In the past 12 months: 

2019 2021 2021 GSO



2022 Status of Girls in Greater Worcester 
 

 24 

MIDDLE SCHOOL GIRLS RACE/ETHNICITY/GENDER IDENTITY BREAKOUTS 

 
This final section provides data on middle school girls with data 
broken out by how they identified themselves in terms of race, 
ethnicity, and gender identity. This data comes from 2,207 middle 
school girls who identify as female and who were ages 12-15 in 2021, 
the year the survey was given. 
 
The demographics of the girls taking the Greater Worcester Regional 
Youth Health Survey and the identifying options for identification are 
seen in the chart below: 
  

 

 
For the purposes of presenting the most accurate and reliable data, IIGA will present data from 
the largest groups in relation to our priority areas. The size of the groups of students identifying 
as American Indian/Indigenous; Arab/Middle Eastern, and Multi/BiRacial are comparatively 
small, and in some cases may be too small to accurately reflect the group they represent for the 
type of questions being asked. 

 
The data that follows focuses on the areas where differences can be seen between the 
identified groups. The responses that did not have any significant differences by race/ethnicity 
are not included in this section, those charts would be consistent with those reported above. 
The following findings are also broken out by topic area; Health (including physical, mental, and 
sexual health), Economic Empowerment, and Violence and Safety. 

15.6%

1.4% 3.0%

13.3%

26.3%

1.4%

39.0%

Demographics
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Among Middle School student who 
identify as female, 3.5% (78) also identify 
as transgender; and 2.7% (59) also 
identify as Gay/Lesbian/Bisexual. 
Compared the group of middle school 
girls (2207) this is a very small percentage 
of girls and may lead us to conclusions 
outside the scope of the data due to the 
small sample size. For this reason, this 
data may be reported by IIGA only as a possible difference in the responses of this small group 
of students, compared to the group at large. While we are unable to report the exact difference 
in responses mathematically, we will note when the difference is worth taking note to those 
who work with middle school girls in the final paragraph of each section. 
 

HEALTH 
 
Physical Health 
 
In the below charts, we look at how girls describe their weight, whether they are trying to lose 
weight and how much physical activity they get. 
 

 
 
Girls who identify as White/Caucasian report the highest percentage who feel they are at the 
right weight, while those identifying as African American/Black report the lowest percentage.  
African American/Black girls report the highest percentage of girls who describe their weight as 
slightly to very overweight, followed by Hispanic/Latina. Asian/Asian American girls report the 
lowest percentage of slightly to very overweight, followed by White.  
 

48.5%

35.8%

52.8%

24.4%

50.5%

33.7%

58.8%

25.5%

At the right weight Slightly/Very overweight

How do you describe your weight?

AA/Black Asian/Aam Hisp/Latina White/Cau/EuAm

3.5%

2.7%

Transgender Gay/Lesbian/BiSexual

Demographics
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The next question looks at girls 
who say they are trying to lose 
weight.  Across the board more 
girls report trying to lose weight 
than those who report being 
slightly to very overweight. This 
difference ranges from over 15% 
between girls who identify as 
African American and girls who 
identify as Asian/Asian American.  
 
 
The next physical health section looks at levels of physical activity.   The highest percentages of 
girls having no days where they are physically active are in this order; Hispanic/Latino girls and 
girls who identify as African American or Black.  
 
The highest percentage of girls reporting five or more days of physical activity identify as White, 
followed by Asian/Asian American. The highest percentage of girls reporting 7 days of physical 
activity are girls who identify as White, followed by girls who identify as African American or 
Black. 
 

 
 
The last section under physical health with significant differences when looking at 
race/ethnicity is sleep.  
 

25.1%
11.9%

26.9%

12.0%

12.7%

16.1%

9.8%

18.7%

17.4%

15.3%

12.2%
18.3%

AA/Black Asian/Aam Hisp/Latina White/Cau/EuAm

How many days are you physically active for a total of 60 
minutes or more?

0 days 5 days or more 7 days

57.8%

42.3%
56.7%

44.8%

Lose weight

What are you trying to do about your 
weight?

AA/Black Asian/Aam Hisp/Latina White/Cau/EuAm
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The highest percentage of girls who get an average of  four or less hours of sleep on a school 
night identified as Hispanic/Latina girls. The largest percentage of girls that average six hours of 
sleep identify as African American/Black. Almost 30% of girls who identify as Asian/ Asian 
American, followed by White girls and Hispanic/Latina girls report an average of eight hours of 
sleep on a school night.  
 
Sexual Health 
 
The data regarding sexual health behavior, “ever had sexual intercourse” did not show 
significant differences when looked at through the lens of race/ethnicity.  However, there were 
interesting differences reported in being taught about sexual health and healthy relationships. 
In both areas, girls who identified as Asian/Asian American had the highest percentages. Girls 
who identified as White, followed by Hispanic/Latina-identified girls also reported higher 
percentages of having been taught about sexual health.  The highest percentage of girls being 
taught about healthy relationships identify as White followed by Asian/Asian American girls, 
then Black.  In both groups, the lowest percentages were in girls who identified as 
Hispanic/Latina. Over half (56.1%) of all Middle School girls report learning about healthy 
relationships.  
 

 

10.2%

20.1%
18.1%

7.1%5.9%

12.7%

29.7%

7.2%

13.9% 12.7%

25.9%

7.1%7.8%

13.8%

27.1%

4.7%

4 hours or less 6 hours 8 hours 10 hours or more

On an average school night, how many hours of sleep do you 
get?

AA/Black Asian/Aam Hisp/Latina White/Cau/EuAm

36.7%

49.5%48.7%
53.9%

38.8%
48.3%

41.3%
50.4%

45.5%
56.1%

Sexual Health Healthy Relationships

Have you ever been taught about:

AA/Black Asian/Aam Hisp/Latina White/Cau/EuAm All MS Girls
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Middle schoolers who identify as female and also identify as 
gay/lesbian/bisexual are just as likely as all MS girls to say they 
have been taught about sexual health (45.5% and 46.0%; however, 
MS girls who identify as transgender are far less likely to say they 
have been "ever been taught about sexual health". 
 

While 56% of middle schoolers who identify as female say they have "ever been taught about 
healthy relationships"; girls who identify as transgender or gay/lesbian/bisexual are far less 
likely to say they have ever been taught about healthy relationships. 
 
Mental Health 
 
In this section, we will look at mental health data that revealed 
differences when disaggregated by race/ethnicity and gender 
identity. The first looks at depression and suicidal ideation.  The 
second chart covers self-reporting of mental health status. We 
are not including substance use in this section of the report, 
because no significant differences were revealed when the lens 
of race/ethnicity/gender identity is applied.  
 
The first chart shows that girls who identify as Hispanic/Latina have the highest percentage of 
depression (defined in the question as feeling so sad over two weeks that they withdrew from 
usual activities), followed by African American/Black girls.  African American/Black girls 
reported the highest percentages of suicidal ideation than all other categories. This is followed 
by Hispanic/Latina girls reporting the next highest percentage for depression and African 
American/Black girls reporting suicidality. Girls who identify as White have the lowest 
percentages in both areas. Overall, almost one-half (45.6%) of middle school girls report 
depression, and almost one-third (28.2%) report suicidal ideation.  
 

 
 

53.0%

38.3%
42.1%

29.7%

56.4%

33.3%

39.7%

24.2%

45.6%

28.2%

During the past 12 months, did you ever feel so sad or
hopeless almost every day for two weeks or more in a row

that you stopped doing some usual  activities?

Have you ever seriously thought about killing yourself?

AA/Black Asian/Aam Hisp/Latina White/Cau/EuAm All MS girls
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Among middle schoolers who identify as female, 45.6% report feeling so sad or hopeless almost 
every day for two weeks or more in a row that they stopped doing some usual activities in the 
past year; among those who also identify as transgender or gay/lesbian/bisexual, that 
percentage is as high as 75%.  
 
Among Middle Schoolers who identify as female, 28.2% report having serious thoughts about 
killing themselves; among those who also identify as transgender or gay/lesbian/bisexual, that 
percentage nearly doubles.   
 
The next question requires some unpacking. In the first set of responses, we see girls who 
identify as African American/Black with the highest percentage of “never” in the past 30 days.  
The lowest percentage of girls reporting “never” identify as Asian/Asian American.  In the 
“sometimes” all groups of girls all cluster around 30%. In the “all the time” response, girls who 
identify as White are the highest percentage.  Overall, almost 9% of Middle School girls, or one 
in eleven, say their mental health is “not good” all the time. Together with the data above, this 
is very concerning.  

 
 
While 8.7% of all middle schoolers who identify as female say, "in the past 30 days their mental 
health was not good 'all the time'"; among Middle School girls who also identify as transgender 
or gay/lesbian/bisexual this percentage quadruples to more than 1 in 3 of these girls saying 
their mental health is not good 'all the time'. 
 
ECONOMIC EMPOWERMENT 
 
This section of the report looks at grades, future expectations, self-efficacy, and supports. No 
differences were found in the grades and future expectations responses.  The self-efficacy and 
supports questions are only given in some of the region’s communities, not all. Therefore, the 
numbers are smaller and the demographic breakdown is different. However, we found these 
differences worth reporting on.  
 

30.2%
32.4%

11.1%

14.6%

33.0%

7.7%

17.9%

33.3%

10.0%

14.9%

30.5%

12.2%

16.1%

30.2%

8.7%

Never Sometimes All the Time

In the past 30 days, how often was your mental health not good?

AA/Black Asian/Aam Hisp/Latina White/Cau/EuAm All MS girls
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While approximately two out of three girls across race/ethnicity report feeling they can handle 
problems, there are differences in responses to the next question.  White girls have a much 
higher response rate to feeling they are good at something in their lives, followed by 
Asian/Asian American girls. African American girls report the lowest percentage.  
 
In the below set of questions, a similar difference is seen, with girls who identify as White 
having higher percentages of youth with adults they trust and can talk to, and a community that 
cares for them.  Hispanic/Latino girls report the lowest percentage of those who feel they have 
a community that cares for them.  
 

 
 
Middle school girls who also identify as transgender or gay/lesbian/bisexual are less likely to 
report they "have an adult in my life whom I trust and whom I can 
talk to" and they are "part of a group in my community that cares 
about me"; but they are much more likely to report they "have 
something in my life that I am good at", signifying a strong sense of 
self-efficacy in the face of daily challenges. 

 
VIOLENCE AND SAFETY 
 
The increase in screen time for middle school girls is measured under our focus on violence and 
safety.  There are differences when we look at screen time by race/ethnicity/gender identity 

66.7%
58.3%63.3% 69.8%66.7% 62.5%68.4%

84.5%

I know that I can handle most problems that come my way I have something in my life that I am good at

Self Efficacy

AA/Black Asian/Aam Hisp/Latina White/Cau/EuAm

66.7% 66.7%
74.8%

67.6%70.8%

37.5%

82.9% 77.0%

I have an adult in my life who I trust and who I can talk to I am part of a group in my community that cares about me

Supports

AA/Black Asian/Aam Hisp/Latina White/Cau/EuAm
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categories. While smaller differences are seen in girls who report being on screens for three or 
more hours, larger differences are seen in those who report five or more hours of screen time 
on things not identified as schoolwork. Over half of the girls that identified as African 
American/Black and Hispanic/Latina girls report five or more hours, while the percentages for 
White and Asian/Asian American girls are much lower.  
 

 
 
These two questions addressing violence in middle school; physical fights and carrying a 
weapon show some differences when looked at through the lens of race/ethnicity/gender 
identity. The highest percentage of girls reporting having been in a physical fight identified as 
African American/Black, followed by Hispanic/Latina. The lowest percentages were reported by 
girls identifying as White and Asian/Asian American.   The percentages of girls who report 
carrying a weapon in Middle School are very small, with very small differences among the 
categories.  
 

 
 
Among Middle schoolers who identify as female, 23.1% report they have never been in a 
physical fight. Those who also identify as transgender are less likely to have been in a physical 
fight; however, those who identify as gay/lesbian/bisexual are much more likely to report they 
have ever been in a physical fight. 
 
Among Middle schoolers who identify as female, 6.5% report they have ever carried a weapon; 
among those who also identify as transgender that percentage is the same. Middle School girls 
who identify as gay/lesbian/bisexual are four times more likely to say they have ever carried a 
weapon.  
 

79.5%
54.1%64.5%

29.5%

73.0%
53.5%

74.8%

34.5%

3 hours or more 5 hours or more

On an average school day, how many hours do you spend on 
screen time for something that is not schoolwork?

AA/Black Asian/Aam Hisp/Latina White/Cau/EuAm

35.2%

6.4%

15.9%

6.3%

33.1%

7.4%

13.2%

5.1%

23.1%

6.5%

Have you ever been in a physical fight? Have you ever carried a weapon?

AA/Black Asian/Aam Hisp/Latina White/Cau/EuAm All MS girls
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The next set of responses is on bullying and electronic bullying, texting/sexting. When asked if 
they had been electronically bullied, girls identifying as Hispanic/Latina reported the highest 
percentage, with Asian/Asian American girls reporting the lowest. The same is true for being 
electronically bullied on school property.  Being bullied on school property shows African 
American girls, closely followed by White and Hispanic/Latina girls with percentages in the 34-
35% range, with Asian/Asian American reporting being bullied at school at 23.5%.  
 

 
  

Three questions ask about sexting and texting experiences. The number of 
girls who report sending or posting sexting content is very small, under 3% 
across all categories.  However, this changes when asked if they have 
received sexting content from others. The highest percentage reporting 
receiving content is by girls who identify as Hispanic/Latina, with the lowest 
percentage reported by Asian/Asian American girls.  The last question in this 
section asks girls if they have been asked to provide sexting content.  African 

American and Hispanic/Latina girls report the same percentage at just over 27%.  Again, 
Asian/Asian American girls report the lowest percentage at just over 7%.  
 

 

39.9%
35.4%

22.8%
27.1%

23.5%
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45.4%

33.9%
31.1%

42.0%

34.1%

27.7%

Electronically bullied Bullied on school property Electronically bullied on school property

AA/Black Asian/Aam Hisp/Latina White/Cau/EuAm
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27.3%
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0.0%

27.3% 27.3%

2.7%

19.9%

14.8%

Have you ever electronically sent a nude
or sexually suggestive picture or video of
yourself to someone or posted online?

Have you ever received a nude or
sexually suggestive picture or video of

someone else?

Has anyone ever asked you to send a
nude or sexually suggestive picture or

video of yourself to them or to someone
else?

Sexting/Texting

AA/Black Asian/Aam Hisp/Latina White/Cau/EuAm
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REFLECTIONS AND NEXT STEPS 
 
Being able to see the impact of two years of coping with  Covid-19, including job and food 
insecurity, through the lens of our middle school girls is a powerful insight into those aspects of 
their lives and the adult issues they are working through. As Investing in Girls Alliance, we have 
an extraordinary insight into the lives of our middle school girls, and the chance to impact their 
current and future selves.  
 
Within this report, we have focused on middle school girls, occasionally comparing their data to 
that of high school girls, and middle school boys to highlight where our impact can make the 
most positive impact. In the final section, we look at race/ethnicity/gender identity breakouts. 
These show us that there are differences when we look through the lens of these identifiers. 
These differences are helpful to understand when building programming for specific 
populations.  
 
Use this report to open conversations, open doors to those with influence, and illustrate the 
need for policy and programs, and funding for girls in Greater Worcester.  
 
Investing in Girls Alliance has a companion document: Girls Who Thrive: Benchmarks for 
Success, which uses research and best practices to share aspirational measures that 
organizations and programs can use to ensure the positive and lasting impact of that GSO 
experience on each and every girl; and create conditions for her to thrive now and into her 
future. Using the benchmarks will allow IIGA to show the collective impact of GSO experiences 
for girls, and data collected from organizations and programs using the benchmarks will be 
added to this report to further illustrate the positive impacts of GSOs on middle school girls.  
 

 
Additional reports that align with work: 
 
The Massachusetts Commission on the Status of Women- Report on the Status of Girls in the 
Commonwealth and Related Recommendations  
 
Bullying, Cyberbullying, Anxiety, and Depression in a Sample of Youth during the Coronavirus 
Pandemic by Elizabeth Englander  
 
Dreaming Big: Examining the Career Aspirations of Girls of Color Center for Gender in 
Organizations at Simmons School of Management. 2015 
 
Dreaming Big-What’s Gender For to Do with It?  Center for Gender in Organizations at Simmons 
School of Management. 2012 

 
 

http://:https:/www.mass.gov/doc/mcsw-girls-initiative-report-june-2021/download
http://:https:/www.mass.gov/doc/mcsw-girls-initiative-report-june-2021/download
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