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To my two strong grandmothers
 Clara & Lisabel






The dream is the truth.

—Zora Neale Hurston






 Note

All the stories in this book are true.

Each of the women represented is an individual, never a composite.

In some cases, names have been changed to preserve privacy.






 Introduction

“People don’t come preassembled, but are glued together by life.”

—Joseph LeDoux, neuroscientist

 



 



 



 




This book is about women, sports, and happiness. How the confidence women build in sports translates into the rest of their lives. How the challenges they face by participating in a sport, and the way they meet those challenges, translates into greater strength and the ability to overcome the obstacles in their lives outside of sports; and how their achievements in sports translate into happy lives.

This is a book about the courage it takes to challenge ourselves in how we live our lives. In the words of French philosopher and writer, Andre Gide, “[Wo]man cannot discover new oceans unless [s]he has the courage to lose sight of the shore.” This is a book about many, many women who have lost sight of the shore, and found it again.

So who am I to write this book? I’m all of you, an “ordinary” woman who finds her inspiration in the stories of how other ordinary women face this ultimate challenge we call life, and perform the extraordinary feat of making it special. This is a book about women inspiring each other. Breathing in, inspiring, each other’s stories. I am the lucky scribe, recording the countless stories I’ve been privy to over the past months as I prepared to write this book. Of course, I have my own story to add to the mix.

I discovered serious running at age twenty-seven and now participate in road races, marathons, and triathlons. I also hike, kayak, climb, do yoga, cross-country ski, and snowshoe; and as many other things as I can that get me outside in the fresh air, sun, rain, wind, and snow.

Over the years that followed my “discovery” of running, my self-confidence grew, and feeding off the accomplishments I achieved in sports—setting new personal bests, winning a little local race, surviving the setbacks of injuries and marathons gone wrong—I discovered a capacity within myself that I never knew I had. I wasn’t just physically stronger than I expected, I thought of myself as a different person, as someone with more potential, broader horizons, bigger possibilities. I saw that I could push myself and take risks, not just in sports, but elsewhere, too. The competition in sports, as in life, was not with someone else, it was with myself. To “compete” was to discover my own potential to do better, to hold my own self to a higher standard, to expect more of myself—and deliver.

As William James, the nineteenth-century American philosopher, said, “Human beings, by changing the inner beliefs of their minds, can change the outer aspects of their lives.”

More important than the athletic transformation I underwent was the fact that the rest of my life changed, too. I left the practice of law, charting a new course in my career—you are reading the fruit of that new career right now.

Maybe you are thinking, “What Mina just described doesn’t sound so ordinary.” True. And not true. Look at it this way: less than half of all Americans exercise regularly. If you cycle, or play tennis, or swim, or do yoga three or four times a week, you’re not “ordinary.” Of course, even if you don’t do any activities with regularity, chances are there is some other aspect of your life in which you are not “ordinary” either, but as this is a book about the impact of sports on our lives, I’ll stick with that, though you may find that much of what you read here is as applicable to broader pursuits as sports.

Whether you are trying to improve your own personal best or beat a worthy competitor. If you set goals, if you challenge yourself in the sports you do (and in the other things you do)—even (probably, especially) if you sometimes don’t achieve what you set out to accomplish—you’re not ordinary.

So what do I mean when I call myself ordinary, or indeed, when I think of the many women whose stories you’ll read here as ordinary? I am not a professional athlete. Nor, indeed, are any of the women I interviewed, with a few obvious exceptions. When I meet a goal I’ve set in sports nothing outward changes in my life. I don’t get product endorsements or coaching contracts or highpaid speaking engagements. I fit my sports in around my work and other obligations. Sometimes staying committed to the sports is an enormous struggle and I think, “I can’t wait until I’m too old for this.” At other times it is pure bliss and I know that I will be doing some sport for as long as I’m here. So it is for most of us.

For more than a decade, for example, racing was important to me. It’s not anymore. I still race occasionally, but races are not the driving factor behind my sports, quite the contrary. I’ve discovered I don’t need the races to motivate me and there are enough other aspects of my life where I get to be sweaty-palmed and racenervous, like writing this book and putting it out into the world for all of you to read.

I work hard. I succeed. I fail. I have finished last more than once in a race, and at other times I’ve had to drop out. I try again. Sports helped me to discover that I was capable of having bigger dreams. I didn’t just get fitter and faster; I changed my life. It wasn’t easy. It was better than easy—it was possible and rewarding.

I need inspiration from others to keep going. And that’s what this book is about—finding the inspiration to keep challenging ourselves to do better, in both our sports and our lives. I have found it in spades in all your stories.

It took a long time for me to build this writing life I wanted, and it’s still a work-in-progress, as are all our lives, but at each step of the way, the accomplishment I felt in my athletic life bubbled over into the rest of my life, giving me the patience, persistence, and strength I needed to forge the path I wanted.

I’m not alone in this experience. Here are the stories and experiences of women involved in sports at every level: recreational, amateur, and, in some cases, professional; and how their involvement in sports has changed their lives for the better. Here are the climbers, the backcountry skiers, the rowers, the runners, the yoginis, the cyclists, the swimmers, the skaters, the snowshoers, the mushers, and more.

One thing connects all of our stories: to be strong in body is to be strong in mind. A woman’s physical strength cannot help but become psychological strength. Strong women make happy lives.






 CHAPTER 1

 Do You Run Like a Girl?

“Womanhood—that takes guts.”

—Shawn Hubler, columnist for the Los Angeles Times


 



 



 



 




What is running like a girl, anyway? It’s getting out there. Challenging ourselves. Finding new possibility within. Finding strength in our own accomplishments. It’s accessing our ageless girl spirit, where the enthusiastic “let’s go” of youth meets the “I can” of experience.

Sounds great! Sign me up.

So why don’t we all run like girls, all the time?




TUNING OUT RADIO KFKD


To answer that, the first place we should look is inside our heads. Here we’ll find the ever-knotty true source of a woman’s self-esteem.

How we feel about ourselves can run the gamut from “I suck” to “I’m so much more awesome than anyone knows!” In theory, we should fall somewhere in between self-loathing and self-aggrandizement, depending on the day. In reality, it seems like a lot of us women fall a little lower on the self-esteem scale than we should. Why? Well for one, there are myriad voices, those of our culture and our peers—but especially our own—that insinuate themselves into our head, feeding us nonsense about everything from our appearance and self-worth to our strength and capabilities.

Sexy is a Victoria’s Secret model and that’s sooooo not you, with your frizzy hair and plum-size breasts.

What is that, you’re thinking of getting a master’s degree? Who are you kidding, there’s no way you could finish an entire thesis.

And now you’re thinking of running a marathon? Yeah, right! You’ve never run farther than three miles in a stretch.

Ouch!

Worse, the trash-talking voices that invade our psyche are downright villainous in their power to gut our confidence and prevent us from living a fully realized life, one we’re capable of living, as strong women, running like girls.

I should know. My head is filled with trash talk. . . .

When I was young, my parents were adherents of the well-worn proverb “pride cometh before a fall.” I constantly worried that too much self-confidence might become pride, and that would be a bad thing. I lived with the fear that any budding sense of achievement I might feel was on a dangerous, slippery slope to being “too big for my britches” or becoming someone with a “swelled head.” Not surprisingly, I had trouble finding and maintaining a healthy sense of self-confidence. I’ve since come to  realize that my parents must have left off a key first word to the proverb: excessive.

Yet to this day if someone says to me, “You must be proud of . . .” anything from a marathon time to a work-related project, I feel myself physically shy away from the inference. Me? Proud? No way.

So where is that line between prideful and not? And who dictates where the line is drawn anyway? Are confidence and pride just the same thing looked at from different angles?

Maybe you’re one of the lucky few who escaped the female epidemic of devaluing and underestimating ourselves.

I am not.

Nor are most of the women who shared their stories for this book. And yet, in the realm of sports, our tendency to minimize our accomplishments, even put ourselves down, can’t stand up to the scrutiny of our athletic accomplishments. Sports take determination and strength, making it hard to denigrate our abilities. Sports are quantitative proof of our capacity.

At the turn of the twentieth century, in a speech titled “The Outlook of Gymnastics” at Newcomb College’s symposium on physical culture, student Leila Green said, “It was so interesting, you know, so really aristocratic, to be an invalid; and dear me, it was once actually quite vulgar to be well and robust and altogether healthy.”
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“‘[I]t was once actually quite vulgar to be well and robust and altogether healthy.’”



Unfortunately, Leila’s message was a little ahead of its time. Almost a century later, sports were still considered a vulgar pastime for some women.

When Michelle Theall, the former editor-in-chief of Women’s Adventure Magazine, was growing up, her parents encouraged her to quit sports because her mother “didn’t see the value.”

When Sarah Armstrong played rugby in college, her parents were less than enthusiastic. “They hated this unladylike pastime of mine and taunted me incessantly,” she says.

Well none of that is going to help a growing girl’s self-esteem. Letting our battered confidence diminish our capacities is just another form of being that aristocratic invalid Leila Green mentioned so long ago. But that’s not all. Instead of feeling empowered by society to revel in our vulgar strength, we often feel it’s almost our duty as women to be self-deprecating instead of self-affirming.

Consider this: how much time does it take for two women who have just met to express their mutual self-doubts or enumerate their shortcomings?

Answer: no time at all.
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“ When you meet another woman, do you begin by sharing your accomplishments?”



When you meet another woman, do you begin by sharing your accomplishments? I’m not even talking about the pissing matches men can get into, of who’s caught the biggest fish (metaphorical or real). Or do you ease into the new friendship by commiserating about how your hair is too thin or too frizzy, or your  butt is too flat or too big, or you have too many freckles. Too often we bond through belittling ourselves, feeding our low self-esteem, as if deflating our confidence is something worthwhile. What’s that about?

Anne Lamott had a great answer. In her classic book Bird by Bird, she writes about our internal radio station, which you can find on the dial at Radio KFKD, and yes, it is how it sounds, a nonstop station playing too much trash. One minute those internal airwaves tell us we’re great and the next minute the message is that we’re worthless and should just give up.

Let’s turn the dial down. In fact—let’s turn K-Fucked off. The world might seem a mite quiet at first, but don’t worry, that’s just the sound of courage.

As Shawn Hubler, a columnist for the Los Angeles Times, wrote, “It isn’t an easy thing for a girl to grow up to be a woman, not nearly as easy as it is for her to grow up to remain a girl. You can spend a lifetime in this world acting winsome and blaming your troubles on PMS and men. But womanhood—that takes guts.”




TRAILBLAZING IS NOT FOR THE WINSOME 

I read an illuminating piece by business blogger Whitney Johnson on the Harvard Business Publishing website. Apparently, women who negotiate for higher salaries generally don’t get the same pay increase as their male counterparts. That’s not necessarily breaking news. What is worth noting, however, is the fact that they are actually frowned upon for having asked. It’s an insidious way of discouraging us further from pursuing our due because it plays upon our desire to be liked, to be part of the team. After all,  nice girls don’t ask for pay rises, or actually much of anything. So we’re in a double bind—if you don’t ask, you won’t get it; if you do ask, you’re a pushy bitch. What interested me most about the post was Johnson’s point that we women must keep asking, even if people don’t perceive us as “nice.” And that by asking, we are not only standing up for ourselves, we are standing up for all women.

When we set precedents in the world as strong women, as women with guts—whether it’s asking for pay raises or climbing mountains, literally—we smooth the path, pave the way, lay the groundwork, so to speak, for the girls who are coming up behind us. How cool is that? In case you thought your risk-taking and accomplishments weren’t important, think again.
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“In case you thought your risk-taking and accomplishments weren’t important, think again.”



Yet when we trail blaze, men are not the only ones who might think we’re not being “nice.”

In 1991, professional tennis player Monica Seles publicly stated that tournament prize money should be equal for men and women. Not only did she not succeed in achieving parity between the purses awarded to each gender, but other women tennis players sided against Seles and were quoted as saying things like, “We don’t need more,” and “I don’t think we should be greedy.” I wonder if those women tennis players are giving back their extra “greedy”  money, because thanks to efforts like Seles’s, tennis purses are closer to equal than in any other sport.

Too often, being a trailblazer for other women isn’t always greeted with enthusiasm or acceptance. Gayle Barron, who won the Boston Marathon for women in 1978, once said that she struggled with being a pioneer. Not so much because of men’s attitudes, but because her women friends thought she ought to be at home with her family, in “a woman’s place.” Her friends didn’t celebrate her successes. Worse still, they disapproved. She wonders how much she held back from achieving her true potential for the sake of keeping her friends.

Things have changed. Certainly Serena and Venus Williams aren’t going to play shy when it comes to getting what they want on the tennis court. Nor does it seem likely that Paula Radcliffe or Kara Goucher’s friends will get on their cases for prioritizing their blazing running careers. We can thank Monica and Gayle and all the many other trailblazers for the privilege of enjoying our strength unimpeded. Fewer and fewer women are willing to sit quietly under the falling shards of broken glass ceilings, in sports or anywhere else. When we aren’t holding ourselves or other women back, there is so much we can be and do.

Joelle Schmitz, a downhill skier and senior fellow at Harvard’s Mossavar-Rahmani Center for Business and Government, says she definitely feels her responsibility to the girls who will come next.

When she was climbing Tuckerman’s Ravine (widely considered to be one of the most dangerous hike-up and ski-down mountains in the United States), she was keenly conscious of the men hundreds of feet below her, “and of their pathetic determination to  avoid getting ‘chicked.’” That is, to be beaten up the mountain by a woman. “I think of the metaphor of preteen cheerleaders socialized to objectify themselves rather than assume a place next to the boys in the field,” says Joelle. “I think of the little girls who watch me intently as I beat their fathers over the Giant Slalom finish line. . . . I have a responsibility to manifest.”
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“‘I think of the little girls who watch me intently as I beat their fathers over the Giant Slalom finish line . . . . I have a responsibility to manifest.’”



We can all take on that responsibility; after all, the obligation doesn’t weigh much. Quite the opposite. Blazing trails, as Joelle so vividly demonstrates, can be exhilarating. As can running like a girl.




WOMEN ARE NOT SMALL MEN 

Doing research for this book, I learned a new sports retail term—“shrinking and pinking.” The expression refers to how athletic clothing and gear were (and still are in some cases) designed to accommodate women. Manufacturers would “shrink” men’s clothing and gear down to women’s sizes—without consideration of the differences in our physiology, kinetics, shape, and ability—then offer the shrunken product in pink. I learned the term from Kim Walker, the founder of Outdoor Divas, a women’s clothing and gear store based in Colorado. For her, the business was a result of Plato’s ancient truism: necessity is the mother of invention.

Inspiration came after Kim finished college, when she and her boyfriend moved to Vail to be ski bums for a while.

“I didn’t actually ski that well, but he did, so he taught me,” Kim says. She’d arrive at the top of snowy mountains sporting long, straight skis she couldn’t maneuver with her smaller frame, then clumsily follow a bunch of men down too-steep terrain. “I was frustrated a lot,” she says, having to muscle her way through every learning experience. The same pattern replayed itself for kayaking, rock climbing, and mountain biking. She learned by being thrown into situations in which she was out of her depth, with the added bonus of bad equipment that didn’t account for the physical differences between men and women.

Not surprisingly, many women abandon sports after an experience like Kim’s. They have no idea that what seemed to be outside their capacity is really only the limitations of poorly designed equipment and training, but they don’t stick around long enough to find out. Part of the problem is that role models are sparse, particularly in what have traditionally been the more “macho” sports, like mountain biking and rock climbing. If our mothers and aunts and the girl next door aren’t doing the sports, it can be hard to find the models in the media.

As Heidi Van Es, a marathoner and social worker from New York, asks, “Who’s on the front page of the sports section? Predominantly men.”

Lois Harrison, a flight attendant and runner in her sixties, says sports were all about men when she was growing up in the 1950s. And despite the gains women have made—including better news coverage—even now when she plays tennis with a girlfriend, she says that the men playing on adjacent courts act as if she and  her tennis partner are not there, even walking through their court to get stray balls.

A girl thinking about becoming an athlete is going to have to dig deeper than the sports section to find her role models.
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“A girl thinking about becoming an athlete is going to have to dig deeper than the sports section to find her role models.”



In her own life, Heidi was lucky. At her high school, the physical education instructors who were women were strong and beautiful. They would run with the girls three times a week. The male instructors, on the other hand, were fat and out of shape and couldn’t have run with the girls if they’d wanted to. So from early on, Heidi had models of strong women. She knew that sports were worth her time and effort.

As athletes, we can be powerful role models both on and off the field—or, as in Kristy’s case, off the rink. Kristy Powell, who plays ice hockey and is on the U.S. Women’s Bandy Team, has been playing hockey since she was five years old, almost thirty years now. As you can imagine, this is not the most welcoming sport for girls or women. Boys have made obscene noises at her on the ice. Once, she says, she was even encouraged to tuck her ponytail into her shoulder pads so the other team wouldn’t notice she was a girl. In other words, just to lace up the skates and get on the ice took moxie.

One day, she was in Sports Authority picking up some new hockey equipment when a girl around eight years old picked  out a pair of pink hockey gloves. With a big smile she showed them to her mother, “Look at these cool gloves, Mom. Can I play hockey?” The excitement and hope in the young girl’s voice was palpable, Kristy says. The mother said, “Girls don’t play hockey. It’s not feminine.”

Kristy was stunned and not a little frustrated. She picked up the pink hockey mouth guard she had been looking for, and then she couldn’t help herself, she walked over to the mother and daughter and asked politely, “Excuse me, but I wonder if I could ask you a question? Do you think that I’m feminine?” She was wearing a skirt, and her pixie haircut, with fashionable blond tips, could hardly be called masculine. The mother, somewhat taken aback by Kristy’s directness, answered, “Feminine, I guess.”

Kristy thanked her, looked at the young girl, and told her about how she was picking up a pink mouth guard in preparation to go skate professionally in Sweden. Then she said, “Girls can play any sport they want and maintain their femininity. It’s all in how you were raised.”

Or not, because despite early discouragement and boy equipment, even if it has been shrinked and pinked, we can prevail. Outdoor Diva Kim stuck with her sports and she’s now an expert skier (not to mention kayaker, mountain biker, and climber). She also stuck with the boyfriend, who is now her husband and father of their son. And what do you know, together they recognized there was a niche to be filled for the countless women frustrated by their boyfriend’s hand-me-downs, and they founded Outdoor Divas.

“Everyone told us we were crazy,” says Kim. “People said it was folly to split the market, that women didn’t want their own place to shop.”

Really? If such a store existed in New York City, I guess I’d only shop there 95 percent of the time.

“If you have a really great idea, run with it,” says Kim. “Take advice and constructive criticism from experts, but never let them quash your dream.”

Their company slogan?—Women are not small men.




 WHERE THE GIRLS ARE . . . ON THEIR OWN 

Male-dominated sports pages, shrinked and pinked sporting goods stores—sometimes it’s nice to escape what can seem like a pretty androcentric sports world. Not only in North America, but throughout the world, women own their bodies and feel freer to learn and test their abilities when they do sports together, free of men.

That’s where participating in all-women training camps come in. They can be a welcome relief and a big confidence builder. We don’t have to compete with the gender naturally endowed with more physical strength. They are free of men who think they should automatically be faster or stronger than the women (even if, poor boys, they aren’t always). The experience rarely starts with participants exchanging puffed-up sports accomplishments. And the pressure to perform is mostly relieved. Instead, it’s replaced by an environment of support and encouragement. At a women’s mountain biking clinic I once went to, we more often found ourselves psyching each other up at the top of a steep descent instead of daring each other to shred down the hill without regard for life and limb. And there was no shame in walking our bikes if the terrain just didn’t feel forgiving. For me, paradoxically, this low-stress environment is exactly what I need to build confidence and ultimately perform  better. “You can do it,” is miles more helpful than “This is nothing. You should have seen what I rode last week.” Not that we were not competitive in the clinic. We were. But with ourselves. To end better than we had started, that was the only goal.
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“Unburdened by the teen anxiety of whether I was of interest to the boys, I could be myself.”



Even my earliest memories of feeling truly independent and strong are rooted in my experiences of going to an all-girl’s summer camp when I was young. Those summers furnished me with some of my earliest memories of feeling comfortable in my skin. Unburdened by the teen anxiety of whether I was of interest to the boys, I could be myself. I could leave off worrying about why everyone else had breasts, while mine were only hinting at existence. I didn’t feel like I had to wrestle my hair into an acceptable approximation of Farrah Fawcett’s feathered look. There were no points to be gained for being pretty and pulled together, for being demure. Instead, I could devote all my energy to the activities I loved—canoeing, swimming, orienteering, and the camp musical. I could be rough and ready without feeling frowned on for being a tomboy. I wonder, too, how much of the physical strength I learned to own at summer camp translated into my good grades in school. More than I thought, I’ll bet.

A cross-sectional study by the California Department of Education found that girls demonstrated higher academic achievement at higher fitness levels than did boys. And a study by the  Centers for Disease Control and Prevention found that time spent in “phys ed” may improve a girl’s academic performance, while it made no change in a boy’s.

Here’s a microcosm of that statistic: Lisa Leshne, a literary agent and marathoner in her forties, went to a small high school in the Midwest during the mid-1980s. The top three students in the school were all girls, and what’s more, they were all top athletes—state champions in running, swimming, and basketball.

One last small interesting fact—if universities accepted strictly on academic achievement, with no eye to gender balance, at least 60 percent of university students would be women. And the women’s sports teams would be as good as ever.

No wonder some women may get obsessed by having it all—it turns out we’re well equipped to have it all.

And we North American women are lucky. We face only a fraction of the obstacles faced by women elsewhere in the world.

Sarah Murray, who worked for the Women’s Sports Foundation and is accomplished in many sports, took a time-out in her career to travel around the world. One of the many fascinating things she learned during her trip was the difference between sports in a woman’s life in the United States versus the role of sports in the developing countries she traveled through. Here, the sports women pursue are just one aspect of a largely independent life. Though sports here can be a cornerstone of a woman’s sense of self, without sports there are still plenty of opportunities for us to explore our potential.

In Africa and South Asia, however, the relevance of sports cut closer to the bone; the impact is deeper and often more singular. Sports are the lifeblood for girls and women involved in  them—whether it is the Ethiopian runners, the South African soccer players, or the Nepalese trekkers that Sarah met.

“The sports these women were involved in were often the only time they owned their bodies,” Sarah says. When they aren’t on the field or trail, societal norms clamp down on their lives.
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“‘The sports these women were involved in were often the only time they owned their bodies.’”



Their roles and responsibilities as caregivers for their families, from a very young age, and then as mothers (often very young, too), afford them no opportunity to explore their own needs and desires. Their bodies are for birthing and chores. That is, until they discover sports, or indeed something else, that shows them another possibility.

Shoe4Africa is just one organization showing women that more is possible. A nonprofit organization based in the United States and Kenya, Shoe4Africa uses sports and education to empower communities in Africa. Here’s what’s on their women’s empowerment page:
[T]he women of Africa are waiting in the wings, we proved it in a very small way: In Iten village, Kenya, there was a race where six women and 126 men turned up to run, the women told us, “The men tell us stay home, running is not for you . . . that is why our numbers  are so few.” So we held a women’s only race in that village of 4,000 inhabitants. We had 2,900 women come to line up! That is the Women of Africa . . . they are ready for leadership and building stability in a continent crying to get back to its peaceful ways.





Around the world, women find their feet, their focus, and their strength through sports. They feel empowered. Of course, women here didn’t always enjoy such freedoms, either—in both mind and body. In 1896, Susan B. Anthony said, “Bicycling has done more to emancipate women than any one thing in the world.” And Susan B. was a woman who knew about taking risks. Thanks to her and many other suffragists’ willingness to do jail time, we women have the right to vote. I like voting and cycling, so I count myself lucky to live in a time and place where I can do both.

Our emancipation was only getting started with the vote, it turns out; since then there have been a host of laws that have enhanced our opportunities and unbound us from society’s strictures (thank you Roe v. Wade), bringing us ever closer to the full breadth of possibility. When it comes to sports, the most powerful law was Title IX.




 FIRST, RUN LIKE A BOY, THEN . . . 

Until Title IX passed in 1972, women had to fight to run like girls, not to mention ski, climb, swim, row, cycle, and dunk, to name only a few. The law, an education amendment that was phased in over time, mandates equality between girls and boys in schoolbased sports. And there is no denying its impact.

According to the National Federation of State High School Associations, between the school years 1970–71 and 1977–78, girls’ participation in sports increased 600 percent. That’s a lot of girls lacing up their cleats and skates, and putting on their first sports bra. I like to imagine a mass of ponytailed girls converging on to fields and into gymnasiums, temporarily sidelining a bunch of gawky young boys flummoxed by the sudden estrogen invasion.
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“[I]magine a mass of ponytailed girls converging on to fields and into gymnasiums, temporarily sidelining a bunch of gawky young boys flummoxed by the sudden estrogen invasion.”



Recent studies have also found that Title IX has been enormously positive beyond just increasing participation. In a 2010 report titled “Beyond the Classroom: Using Title IX to Measure the Return to High School Sports,” Wharton School economist Betsey Stevenson outlines a study she conducted linking participation in high school sports to a girl’s achievement later in life. Stevenson’s study, published by the National Bureau of Economic Research, showed a direct relationship between Title IX, the increase in women’s education, and the overall rise in women’s employment. She found that nearly 40 percent of the increase in employment among 25- to 34-year-old women could be tied to their experiences playing sports.

“Sports help people do better in life,” says Stevenson. And with statistics showing that tens of millions of girls have taken up  the opportunity to play sports in high school in the thirty years since Title IX was fully implemented, that’s a lot of empowerment. In fact, Stevenson found that playing sports leads not only to greater female participation in the workforce but largely in previously male-dominated, high-skill careers. There’s a reason why the title “doctor” can no longer be assumed to mean “mister.”

Other research has shown links between girls’ participation in sports and lower teen pregnancy rates, better grades, higher self-esteem, lower obesity rates, and better health as an adult. Literally running as a girl has a profound impact on her future as a woman.

So, Title IX has clearly had deep effects. But our work is not done. There are still cases of disparity, particularly when it comes to role models for these increasing numbers of girls entering sports. Strangely, for example, there’s been a decrease in the number of women hired as physical education teachers, an unfortunate trend at a time when we hope for more role models, not less.

Equality in sports is a work in progress. The efforts toward equality have been going on for some time, possibly since the Greek goddess Artemis picked up her bow, and will for some time more.

Given our milestones toward equality, sometimes we assume women’s rights are an “old” issue. But consider this: The women’s marathon was not an official Olympic event until 1984. To get the event sanctioned required medical certification that marathons were not harmful to women, that women were indeed strong enough to do the distance. Wow, 1984. That’s hardly ancient history.

To this day, there still remain Olympic sports that do not include women. Ski jumping is the lone male-only sport in the Winter  Olympic Games. The original reason women weren’t allowed to participate in the sport was the belief that, like with marathon running, it was somehow medically deleterious to the female body; something about jarring “the female organism,” whatever that means. I suppose I should be grateful that the International Olympic Committee (IOC) is so concerned about women’s health. Yet I can’t help but think that women should have the right to decide what’s healthy for them or not when it comes to aggressive sports. And even though women have since received a doctor’s note saying it’s alright to participate, the IOC now argues that they haven’t opened the competition to women because the field of women ski jumpers isn’t deep enough, which seems a thin reason given that it’s likely not any deeper in the new Olympic sport of ski cross, or even ice hockey, which are both open to women.

Annette Hofmann, a professor of sports studies at the Ludwigsburg University of Education in Germany, believes that the real reason women aren’t being included is that they may soon jump farther than men. The winning jumpers these days are anorexic men, since the sport favors lean and small. Prior to the 2010 Winter Games, the record holder on the Olympic jump at Whistler was a woman, Lindsey Van. Hofmann speculates that the participation of women in the sport would threaten the “virile image” of the sport. As in, we will have no flying pink ski suits.

The power of liberating laws like Title IX, even the nearparity in Olympic sports (they can’t keep us out of ski jumping for much longer), may not always be enough to open our horizons, to take our rightful place beside men, off the sidelines. Remember those insidious little voices? And the naysayers who didn’t want to be paid more for playing tennis?—well they are all part and parcel  of our own conditioning about gender expectations. Turns out we are quite adept at getting in our own way.

Molly Barker, the founder of Girls on the Run, was walking home from a work meeting not too long ago, dressed in a skirt. Coming toward her on the sidewalk was a group of men in business suits. Without waiting to see what they might do, she moved aside and walked around them. Sometime later that same day, as she was heading out on her run, she ran into the same group of suited men. Except this time she ran right through the middle of them.

Why? What had changed? As strong and independent as Molly is, there are still times when she feels like a bit of an object under the eyes of men, as when she’s in her skirt, in her conventional female disguise. But once she’s laced up her running shoes, she says there’s no oxygen left for that feeling. “Whatever those men might be thinking, I no longer feel them looking at me as an object. I’m free.”


[image: 010]

“‘ Whatever those men might be thinking, I no longer feel them looking at me as an object. I’m free.’”



We all want to carry that sense of freedom to be exactly who we are into every corner of our lives. The unfortunate truth is that it can be hard. Even Molly, who has dedicated her life to helping girls understand how the strength they feel from running enables them to expand so much more in the rest of their lives, struggles at times. If feeling free to be as strong as we want were not a challenge, we  might forget. We might forget what we’re running for, what we’ve gained and all that’s possible.

For girls in particular, sports are one of the most important ways in which we can be empowered. Or so believes Mary Wittenberg, president and CEO of New York Road Runners. Through sports, as Mary points out, we learn that to run like a girl we need to also run like a stereotypical boy—to seize opportunity, to challenge ourselves, to test ourselves, to jump in with both feet, to believe in our ability—all the things that boys have taken for granted for so long, but that have traditionally come harder to our fairer sex.

What we bring, as girls, to running like a boy is our ability to take things step by step—to be more thoughtful about our goals, to build slowly toward them; not necessarily start with a marathon, but start with a mile. Achieve and set a higher ambition. Achieve that next level and set another higher ambition. Or not. We could just jump in and start with something big, whatever moves you. There isn’t just one way to run like a girl, because RLAG (running like a girl) is about possibility. And possibility is inclusive, of each other and the choices we make.




 THE POWER OF “FEMININE” 

When I interviewed Kathrine Switzer, the first woman to legally run the Boston Marathon in 1967, we talked some feminism, no surprise given her resume. In addition to that first Boston, it includes a long list of efforts on behalf of women in sports, including the campaign to get the women’s marathon approved by the IOC, and starting a nationwide series of women’s races.

When I use the term “feminism,” I mean it in the broadest, most inclusive “third-wave” sense, as women who define, own, and express their needs, desires, strength, and independence, and have the liberty and right to do so in the way they see fit. But let’s back up for a moment. “First-wave” feminism is generally considered the women’s suffrage movement, gaining the political right to vote. “Second-wave” feminism is then defined as the civil and cultural rights, like equal pay, reproductive freedom, and equal opportunity, like Title IX. By the 1990s, however, there was a sense that the first two waves did not adequately address the issues faced by women of diverse ethnicities, nationalities, religions, and cultural backgrounds; thus, the third wave, which recognized that there could be no single feminist ideal. Just as there is no single ideal woman.
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