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For Shona.
You were right there
with me all along.
I wish you knew.


X




WHo AM I?


MY NAME IS TAMMY and I have the best job in the world. Every day I get to meet amazing girls from all over Ireland who share their stories, and their hearts, with me and my Shona Project team. They inspire me and teach me and also give the best hugs (and who doesn’t love hugs?).


The Shona Project was launched in 2016, but I suppose you could say it started many years before then – perhaps even back when I was a teenager. Our teenage years are very important in shaping the women we become. We start to learn more about who we are and to take steps towards our future. My own teenage years were tough. I struggled in school with bullying, my parents went through a messy split and my beloved sister became ill, which changed our relationship for ever. I felt very alone.


I created the Shona Project to make sure that every girl in Ireland has access to all the information, advice and support I needed back then. When girls support each other, amazing things can happen. When girls believe in themselves, we can change the world.


I hope this book helps you to start to see the amazing potential we see in all of you, and remind you that the parts of you that are different are your superpowers. Own them, cover them in glitter and shine brightly.


Don’t be afraid to make this book your own. Highlight the bits you like, scribble your thoughts in the margins, turn down the corners, refer to it when you need a boost, and look back when you feel strong. And never forget to be kind to yourself.


Who is Shona?


Anyone who has a sister knows what a special relationship it is; best friend, other half, partner in crime. Sisters share your whole life, and while one day you might fight to the death over the last doughnut, the next she will defend you with every fibre of her being from mean girls, or from parents demanding to know who ate the last doughnut.


My sister Shona and I are a year apart in age. We were incredibly close, but could not have been more different. Shona was calm, happy to lie in the grass and watch the clouds, always finding time to stop and pet animals or tickle babies. I, on the other hand, was a ball of energy, always trying to do ALL OF THE THINGS. I would turn every walk into a race, and every hobby into a competition, but she was never interested. It’s very frustrating when the other person keeps letting you win.


When we were 14 and 15, Shona started to struggle with normal everyday things. Her balance and her memory were letting her down, and soon afterwards she was diagnosed with an acquired brain injury. We were told to prepare for the worst.


Surgery managed to save her, but left her with both mental and physical disabilities. Shona is still with us, but for the past 25 years she has required nursing care.


I lost the sister I thought I would share my life with. I thought we would share shopping days and chocolate brownies over lunch. (Who am I kidding? I would never share a brownie.) I thought we would go on weekends to the beach, or party together to remixes of the songs we had played over and over again on the ghetto blaster (look it up!) we got one Christmas. I thought she would be my bridesmaid, and I hers. I thought our kids would grow up together, and our own daughters would be best friends.


Shona was a beautiful girl, with so many dreams for her future, and so much potential.


We are all beautiful girls, with so many dreams for the future, and so much potential.


The Shona Project is a tribute not just to her, but to all of us.


What do we do at the Shona Project?


The Shona Project is a small army of amazing women and girls aged from 15 to 70 who work together to share our message of kindness, positivity and strength.


At the time of writing this, we have delivered workshops to over 13,000 girls in schools all over Ireland (and some in Africa and India), delivered huge conferences to packed-out arenas, appeared on TV and radio, and created an online community that reaches thousands every week.


We don’t tell girls how they should feel or what they should think. We sit with them, we listen and we encourage them to think for themselves, challenge the messages they receive from society, and reassure them that every challenge is an opportunity to learn, and every day is an opportunity to start over.


We have won multiple awards, met with royalty, and told our story in front of huge crowds. We have laughed, cried, failed and triumphed together. We’ve had days where we don’t know what we’re doing, and days when we’ve been laser-focused. But every day we do our best, and that’s enough.


Find out more about our work at www.shona.ie.




WELCoME!


This book was created just for you. Through my work at the Shona Project, I meet amazing girls from all over Ireland every day, and the remarkable thing I keep noticing is that many of them don’t know how truly amazing they are. A lot of the time I see that the things that are the most amazing about them – the things that make them unique – are often the things that they try to hide because they feel like they need to be the same as everyone else to fit in. I can understand that, because I felt the same. Now that I’m a little bit older, I’ve come to realise that once we embrace those things, we really start to love ourselves, to find our people and to really shine.


In this book, we look at what it means to be a girl in Ireland today – the good and the bad, the highs and the lows. My friends and I will share tips, tricks and life hacks and we’ll get real about our own experiences and the lessons we have learned.


The book is divided into four sections:


Your Heart, Your Mind, Your Body, Your World


There is no one section that’s more important than another. We need to take care of all parts of ourselves, all the time.


If you sometimes feel like you’re not good enough, this book is a love letter from me to you. I hope you refer back to it when you need a reminder that you are enough, that you deserve to take up space in the world, which is a better place because you’re in it.
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Section 1


YoUR HEART


In this section, we will talk about all the relationships we have with the people around us: family friends and romantic love. We’ll look at how important these relationships are and how they shape our lives.





Your heart is your most treasured possession. Think about it. Your heart has always had your back: constantly beating, speeding up when you need more energy, and slowing down when you rest. When you’re full of happiness, when you feel scared, even when you feel like your heart is broken, it keeps on beating.


Every. Single. Second.


But that’s not all. Your heart is closely connected to and associated with your emotions – blissful happiness, aching sadness – and the love that you give to those who mean the world to you. It also acts as a safe for the love they have for you, storing it up to give you strength when you need it most. Isn’t that amazing?


We can protect our precious hearts by only letting in those who really deserve it. Don’t allow just anyone to come and break it. It’s way too precious for that. Keep your inner circle small, with the friends and family who you know will always value your heart because they value you.


But sometimes you need to take a risk and give people a chance. Sometimes it pays off, and sometimes it doesn’t. Unfortunately, getting hurt is a part of life. That’s how you learn. But whatever you do, don’t shut down your heart. Always be willing to let more people in. It’s worth the risk, because it brings powerful life-lessons and friendships that will get you through the tough times.


Love is the most powerful thing in the world, and to love and be loved is the greatest gift.


RIDE oR DIES
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‘Show me your friends, and I’ll show you your future’


Moosa Rahat


This is important. The people you choose to spend your life with will have a massive effect on the person you become in the future.


People who know your heart, push you to be better, care about your happiness, teach you and believe in you will bring out your best and give you the strength and confidence to be your whole self. People who don’t understand you, pick on your flaws, encourage you to do things you know aren’t right or make you feel bad about yourself will drag you down.


You decide where to set the bar. You set the standards for yourself. Decide what your values are and surround yourself with people who reflect those values.


What makes a good friend?


We live in a world where people value the QUANTITY and not the QUALITY of people in their life. The social media world tells us that we need to rate ourselves and each other based on the number of followers or the number of likes we get.


This is wrong.


One good friend is worth 100 bad ones (or even 50 mediocre ones). Most of us can count our real friends on just one hand. These are our ride or dies, the ones we tell our deepest darkest secrets to, the ones we can see ourselves sharing our whole lives with. And these friends are rare.


Your friend group should feel like home, somewhere where you have belly laughs and ugly cries. There’s no judgement and no one ever gets ‘cancelled’. No one person dictates how everyone should think and act; everyone is just encouraged to be themselves.


What doES friEndship mEan to yoU?
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What is a real friend?


+ It’s having someone who will always love you no matter what, but won’t hesitate to tell you that you’re out of order.


+ It’s knowing that you can pick up the phone when you’re at your lowest, and talk to someone who will just listen.


+ It’s saving all those snaps where you can see right up her nostrils, because obviously they’re going into a collage for her next birthday.


+ It’s taking off your brand-new jacket because you know it will make her outfit perfect, and you can wear it another time.


+ It’s a daily hug that renews your strength, because your best friend is like a human power-bank for your soul.


Friendship is a beautiful and unique thing, and you’ll often find the best friends in the darkest moments.


Here are some friendship quotes to send to your bestie:


‘Walking with a friend in the dark is better than walking alone in the light.’


Helen Keller


‘Lots of people want to ride with you in the limo, but what you want is someone who will ride the bus with you when the limo breaks down.’


Oprah Winfrey


‘One friend with whom you have a lot in common is better than three with whom you struggle to find things to talk about.’


Mindy Kaling


‘The best part about having true friends is that you can go months without seeing them and they’ll still be there for you and act as if you’d never left!’


Ariana Grande


‘My two best girlfriends are from secondary school. I don’t have to explain anything to them. I don’t have to apologise for anything. They know.’


Emma Watson


‘If we treated ourselves as well as we treated our best friend, can you imagine how much better off we’d be?’


Meghan Markle


‘Friendships between women, as any woman will tell you, are built of a thousand small kindnesses ... swapped back and forth and over again.’


Michelle Obama


‘The best way to mend a broken heart is time and girlfriends.’


Gwyneth Paltrow


What does friendship mean to you? What kind of friends do you need? More important, what kind of friend do you want to be?


What is Empathy anYway?
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We hear the words ‘empathy’ and ‘sympathy’ a lot. They are both used all the time, and sometimes not correctly. So what’s the difference?


Here’s a simple explanation …


Sympathy = I get ya, boo


Empathy = I feel ya, boo


Sympathy means that you can see that the other person is struggling, and you acknowledge it, but you don’t really understand it. Empathy means you have a real understanding of what someone is going through, and you share in their pain.


We all want to be more empathetic. Unless you’ve shared the same experience as someone, it’s hard to understand. If your friend is heartbroken, you don’t get it if you’ve never spent a night ugly-crying while eating Ben & Jerry’s. If your brother is slide-tackled in a county final and breaks his leg, you won’t understand unless you invite that same brute to replicate his moves on you.


So how do you make sure that you are showing empathy?


Well, you LISTEN. How else can you understand? Ask them to tell you how they feel and try to relate it to a pain you’ve had that might be similar. (But don’t make it about you, okay?)


Don’t focus on the cause of the feelings; they almost don’t matter. Focus on the feelings themselves – now, in this moment. If someone says they are sad, that’s what is hurting, and that’s why they need support. Sometimes people just feel sad, lonely, scared or anxious, so connect with that if you can.


What’s the worst, most useless thing you can do?


Try to avoid saying sentences that start with ‘AT LEAST ’.


‘I didn’t get the points I wanted in the Leaving Cert.’


At least you can repeat and try again!


‘He dumped me via text.’


At least he didn’t ghost you completely!


‘My mom and dad are breaking up.’


At least you have a mom and dad.


‘I had an anxiety attack at school today.’


That’s nothing; my friend had three last week!


Pity and sympathy cause a disconnect between people, because you’re basically watching someone suffer from a place of comfort. It’s like throwing money at a homeless person while avoiding eye contact. Empathy allows people to connect on a deeper level, like sitting with that homeless person for five minutes and hearing their story, so you understand.


So the next time a friend is upset, grab the ice cream and dig in. Welcome to true friendship!


What typE of friEnds dO yoU nEEd?
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You really don’t need many friends, just a couple will do. And they don’t all have to be like you. Why not shake things up a bit and add some of these to your speed-dial list?


+ THE RIDE OR DIE – You know when you need a full-on, snot-down-your-face, mascara-streaked cry? When you really messed up, and you know it, and you need someone to not judge you, but just help you fix it? Or when you need someone to understand what you need without having to ask? That’s your ride or die. They are rare finds, so hold on tight to these ones.


+ THE ADVENTURE BUD – The one who’s always up for a new experience, whether it’s meeting new people, going to new places, or trying a new activity. Want to try virtual reality, buy tickets for a festival, join a dodgeball club? She’s your girl.


+ THE TRUTH-TELLER – When you’re in that bad relationship, stuck in a spiral of break-ups and arguments, you need a dose of reality. Someone to tell you it’s time to walk away, and remind you that you deserve better. Also, when you have poppy seeds in your teeth, someone needs to give you a heads-up.


+ THE ZEN BUDDY – When you’re wound up, or angry, or panicked or scared, you need to be with someone who can help bring you back to earth. Their presence just calms you, because their energy is always super chill. Without saying a word, they make everything okay again.


+ A MENTOR – No matter who you are, you need someone who is a little further down the road than you and is willing to share their wisdom. Someone you look up to. Don’t be afraid to make friends with someone a little older than you. They can give you advice, and you can teach them how to use TikTok!


There are also a few types of friend that you really don’t need. A quick way to check if a friend is a good one is to ask yourself one question: do they make you feel good? If not, it’s time to reassess how much time you spend with them …


+ THE UNDERMINER – This is a friend who, no matter what good thing happens, no matter how much you deserve it, or how hard you worked to achieve it, just can’t be happy for you. There will always be a cruel little comment to bring you down to earth, a reminder of how, in her opinion, she’s still better than you. (Note: She’s not.)


+ THE COPYCAT – We often have similar tastes to our friends – it makes sense, right? But what about the friend who straight-up copies everything you do, buying the same outfit, repeating things you just said? You need to be kind to the copycat friend, because this is often a sign of low confidence or self-esteem.


+ THE NARCISSIST – Friendships should feel equal, but do you have a friend who seems to make everything about herself? She needs to be the centre of every conversation. She never asks how you’re feeling or what’s new with you. Generally, it’s a sign that she doesn’t really care.


+ THE FLAKE – You make plans, you book tickets, you arrange the trip. She’s either late, or she cancels at the last minute; you can never rely on her. Before you judge this friend, make it your business to find out if it’s because she doesn’t respect or value you, or genuinely struggles with social anxiety. If she’s struggling, go easy, and offer support if you can.


+ THE NEGATIVE ONE – Some people see the glass as half full, and some see it as half empty. And some think that the glass has a giant hole in the bottom and the water tastes like soap, always. Negative people can really drain your energy. Find people who see the silver lining in every cloud – it’s contagious.


+ THE GOSSIP – This one usually starts their sentences with ‘Don’t tell anyone I told you this, because I’m sworn to secrecy, but…’ The gossip seems to take pleasure in other people’s troubles. Ask yourself: can she be trusted with your secrets?


Friendship is a two-way thing, so what kind of friend do YOU want to be?


I havE some Important nEws … Not EvEryone is GoIng to likE yoU
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But that’s okay! Honestly. And when you accept that and come to terms with it, it’s quite liberating. You can’t live your life like a chameleon, changing yourself to fit in with everyone – it’s exhausting! Just pick a version of yourself that you’re comfortable with and stick with that.


People are like flavours of ice cream. I might like salted caramel the best, but you might prefer strawberry, which I’m not a fan of. There’s nothing wrong with either of those flavours – it’s really just personal taste. There are loads of people in the world who like strawberry ice cream. It doesn’t need to waste its time trying to convince me to like it or changing everything about itself to fit in with my gang. Sometimes I decide to eat mint chocolate chip ice-cream for a change. It doesn’t mean that I’ve stopped liking salted caramel, but there’s enough of it to go around.


Hopefully, at this stage, you’ve caught up with the ice cream analogy, and you know what I’m trying to say. People won’t always ‘get you’, or appreciate and understand you. You will be so much happier if you make your peace with that.


Whatever you do, don’t be vanilla. Sure, everyone likes vanilla, but vanilla is so boring. Be a mango-honeycomb-bubblegum-chocolate chip-peanut butter-coconut extravaganza. With extra sprinkles.


How to find yoUr pEOPLE
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Making new friends can be tough, especially in big schools where it seems like everyone already knows and gets on with everyone else. From the outside it looks like everyone else finds it easy, and that you are the only one struggling. Trust me when I say that this is not the case. All around you, people are just trying to fit in.


Try not to overthink how people feel about you, or worry about things you can’t predict or control. Remember that we’re all in this together.


Here are some essential hints for making new friends that a) are not cringey and awkward, and b) actually work …


+ DON’T PRE-JUDGE ANYONE – If we were all alike, the world would be a very dull place. Give everyone a chance – they can’t all be your new best friend, but it doesn’t hurt to find some common ground with everyone you meet. If your best friend from primary school is in your class, and you spend all your breaks together, keep an eye out for someone who is alone, and invite them to join you. They will always remember your kindness.


+ ASK QUESTIONS AND GIVE COMPLIMENTS – Here’s a universal truth: people love to talk about themselves. If you are struggling to think of a conversation starter, tell a girl that you love her watch/trainers/schoolbag and ask her where she bought them. Questions are great, because you invite the other person to say something about themselves. With a little luck, they’ll ask you a question back.


+ GET EXTRA EXTRA-CURRICULAR – A huge part of succeeding in life comes down to just showing up. The same applies to friends. Just show up. There are loads of options out there for groups and teams, from sports to student unions to volunteering for causes you support to singing, dancing and banging drums. Challenge yourself to try at least one thing you’ve never done before. Finding a new passion is good for you, and you’ll get to meet new people who are passionate too.


+ BE CAREFUL OF BODY LANGUAGE – Sometimes, when we’re nervous, we close ourselves off from other people and can appear a little moody or uninterested. If you feel anxious or worried, you wear it on your face. Open your heart, relax, breathe and smile. I bet someone will smile back.


+ REMEMBER: EVERYONE IS NERVOUS – If you do find yourself alone, you might look around and think that everyone else knows each other and has someone to hang out with, but look closer. Everyone is open to making new friends. Be brave, and ask someone if you can sit with them. You will need to be brave for just one minute, but then it’s done, and you’re no longer alone.


+ IT WON’T ALWAYS WORK, BUT THAT’S OKAY – Sometimes people just don’t get each other. It’s not always personal, so don’t make it personal. Don’t try to make people like you, and don’t turn on them if they don’t. You’re wasting the energy you could be putting into real and genuine friendships. Move along, sister.


Above all else, be yourself. You’re fabulousness personified.
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