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To the strong girl who doesn’t always recognize her own strength. Believe in yourself, be confident, but most importantly, be unapologetically you. Because there’s nothing more powerful than being exactly who you are.


And to my dad, whose love and guidance made me the strong girl I am today.









[image: An illustration of a heart with muscular arms flexed.]


Hi, I’m Jodie Ounsley and I LOVE being a strong girl. You probably guessed that, seeing as I’ve written a whole book about it!


Before we get started, I want you to close your eyes and picture a strong girl in your head. What does she look like? What shape is her body? What kinds of things does she do?


[image: A woman in sports attire bends forward with her legs apart, rests her hands on her knees and looks ahead.]


 [image: A kettle bell weight weighing 8 lb. ] Lots of you might have thought straight away about a girl who can lift heavy things. Or you might think of someone who can run really fast. But the thing is, there’s no one correct answer to the question, ‘What is a strong girl?’ I hope by the end of this book you understand that strong girls come in all different shapes and sizes. There is so much strength inside every one of us.




I WANT TO HELP YOU CELEBRATE 
THAT STRENGTH IN YOURSELF.





Being a strong girl has brought so many opportunities and so much excitement to my life. It helped me on my journey to become Fury on Gladiators, and before that I used my strength to play rugby for England.


[image: An illustration of a woman (Jodie Ounsley), mid-run holding a rugby ball.]


It even helped me get a world record (I’ll explain more about that later!).


[image: An illustration of a trophy.]


That’s what being strong has meant for me, but it might mean something completely different for you, because there are loads of ways to be strong. You don’t have to look like me or do what I do to be strong.




BEING STRONG IS A FEELING. IT’S KNOWING YOU’RE CAPABLE OF ANYTHING AND THAT IF THINGS GET IN YOUR WAY, YOU CAN HANDLE THEM.


IT MEANS CELEBRATING ALL THE AMAZING THINGS YOUR MIND AND BODY CAN DO.





[image: An illustration of a rugby boot.]


My body is great at smashing into people on Gladiators and on a rugby pitch. Your body might be great at dancing, swimming, football, netball, gymnastics, walking or something else; it could be anything! Being strong doesn’t mean you’re good at everything. Even professional athletes have their weaknesses. I tried tap dancing once . . . it did not go well! We’re all strong in different ways and I love that.




I WANT TO HELP YOU 
FIND A WAY TO BE STRONG 
THAT WORKS FOR YOU.







In this book, I’m going to tell you about THREE ways that you can be strong.





[image: An illustration of a basketball hoop.]


Firstly, I want to talk to you about being physically strong. I want to show you how cool it feels when you use your body to do hard things. I’ve always had sport in my life and that’s helped me to feel strong, but you don’t have to be a ‘sporty’ person to enjoy moving your body. If I’ve had a tough day, movement always makes me feel better. I want to show you how to make getting stronger fun, because moving your body keeps you healthy – and it can make you feel happier, too.


[image: An illustration of boxing gloves.]


[image: An illustration of a brain with sparks coming from it.]


Then I want to talk about having a strong mind. Having a strong, positive mindset is what’s got me to where I am in life. Like everyone, I’ve faced challenges along the way and I want to be honest about those in case my experiences can help you. There are times in life when things just don’t go your way. Sometimes, being strong means telling people you’re having a tough time so they can help you through it. I’ll tell you what I’ve learned about being mentally strong and how that can help you in difficult moments.




HELP!





[image: An illustration of a mug with steam coming from it.]


I’ve been in some very high-pressure situations in my life (like the Gladiators final!) and I’ll share some of the things I’ve learned about keeping calm when the pressure’s on. I’ve always pushed myself to do scary things and that’s made me stronger. This is my second book and since I wrote the first one, Keep Smashing It, my life has changed loads because of all the challenges I’ve taken on in that time.


[image: An illustration of the book Keep Smashing It by Jodie Ounsley.]




THE BEST WAY TO GET STRONGER IS BY DOING HARD THINGS, THEN YOU KNOW THAT YOU CAN HANDLE SCARY STUFF.





[image: Two hands clasped.]


The final part of the book focuses on how you can be strong for others. Once you’ve embraced your strength, you can use it to do some good in the world. That might mean doing things to support your family and friends, or standing up for others by doing charity work. One of the best parts of my job is meeting Gladiators fans who are proud to be strong girls because they’ve seen us Gladiators on TV.




I ABSOLUTELY LOVE HELPING YOUNG GIRLS TO CELEBRATE BEING STRONG.





I’m profoundly deaf, and something else that is really important to me is making the world a better place for disabled people. I go to events and talk about what it is like being deaf in order to educate others, and I’ve raised money for charities that support disabled people. I want to help you find the best way to use your strength to support those around you.


[image: An illustration of a cochlear implant.]


At the end of every chapter, I’ve included a profile of a strong girl I really admire, so you’ve got extra inspiration, and there will be activities to get you thinking about all the things I’ve talked about. If you’re reading this book with someone else, you could talk through your answers together. If you’re reading alone, you could write down your answers or you can just have a think – do whatever works best for you. You can also learn some British Sign Language, or BSL, which is a language used by some people in the deaf community. You might already use BSL, but if you’re new to it, there are illustrations at the start of each chapter to show you how to sign each chapter title.


Being a strong girl can be hard sometimes because there are some people who think girls can’t be strong. Those people are completely wrong. I’ve come across people in my life who have been surprised that I play rugby because I’m a girl. That attitude is narrow-minded – of course there are girls who like being tough and strong! I hope that reading this makes you feel like it’s cool to be tough. Because it is!


[image: An illustration of stars and swirls.]


But, before we get started, I want to tell you something. You don’t need this book to be a strong girl. You already ARE strong. I just hope this book will help you to celebrate your strength and work out what being strong means for you. It doesn’t have to be about having big muscles or being able to move really fast. Strong is a feeling. It’s believing that you can do anything and that when challenges come up in life, you are capable of dealing with them.


This book is one big celebration of strong girls because being a strong girl is a vibe. It’s our vibe. I’m so proud and happy that we get to be strong girls together.




LET’S DO THIS!





[image: An illustration of Jodie Ounsley jumping in the air.]


Big love,


Jodie









Part 1


Being Strong









CHAPTER 1


BEING A STRONG GIRL




Learn How to Say Being a Strong Girl in BSL!





[image: The method of saying ‘Being a Strong Girl’ in BSU is as follows. Being a strong: A pair of fists are made at the stomach, raised to the chest and brought back to the stomach in an outward motion. Girl: The index finger of the right hand is brought to the side of the mouth.]
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I can’t remember a time from my childhood when I wasn’t outside. I particularly loved running around and climbing trees – both of those things made me feel so free. And don’t even get me started on how much I loved PE. I took it SO seriously.


[image: An illustration of a whistle.]


I feel really lucky because I’ve always known I was a strong girl, and I’ve always felt like that was celebrated. My parents encouraged me to try loads of different sports and push myself. That’s brought me so many of the things I love in my life, like playing rugby for England and being on Gladiators. I’ve met other strong girls along the way, too, making new friends, meeting new teammates and finding new people who inspire me.


The first sport I really focused on was athletics. Sports day at school felt like the Olympic Games to me, but at first I couldn’t beat the boys and that felt so frustrating. I’ve always been competitive; I’ve always wanted to be the best. Something in me knew I was capable of winning, but the boys were still faster than me every time. When I was about twelve, I decided I would make it my goal to be the fastest person in my year at sports day. I was training at a local club and doing athletics competitions outside of school. I worked so hard. All the time I was thinking,




I’M GOING TO GET FASTER. I’M GOING TO GET STRONGER. I’M GOING TO BEAT THEM.





I was really focused on my goal and I knew that if I put my all into training, I could do it.


When sports day came around, I felt ready. I had done so much work and it all came down to the sprint race against those same boys who had beaten me so many times before. I was very nervous when I stepped up to start. I ran as hard as I could and it was all a blur, but when I crossed the finish line, I realized I’d won! It was the best day ever. It felt amazing knowing that my body could do that. It meant I’d achieved my goal and I was the fastest person in my year.


[image: An illustration of a first-place medal.]




I FELT SO STRONG AND SO QUICK AND I LOVED PUSHING MY BODY TO SEE WHAT IT COULD DO.





I still feel that way when I push my body now, like when I’m in the games on Gladiators. I still love competition as much as I did when I was twelve and that feeling of testing your body to see how strong it is is one of the best things in the world.


[image: An illustration of a stopwatch.]


I was focusing on athletics then because I thought it would help me achieve my dream of competing at the Olympics. That dream was born when I watched Usain Bolt win the 100-metre final at the 2008 Games. I was seven years old and I thought he was amazing. He was so fast, finishing the race in 9.69 seconds to break the world record! I decided I wanted to compete at the Olympics one day, too. I tried loads of different athletics events to see what might help me get there, but I always came back to running fast, so I decided I’d be a sprinter like Bolt.


[image: An illustration of a podium showing first, second and third place.]
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I wanted to find other strengths, too, and that involved trying things I wasn’t good at. I started with football, but I quickly realized I was too aggressive for it. You’re not really allowed much contact between players in football and if you’ve ever seen me on Gladiators, you’ll understand why that wasn’t the sport for me! I tried ballet and tap dancing, but I wanted something with more combat involved. I loved wrestling with my dad and doing Brazilian jiu-jitsu, karate and judo. When I was fifteen, I found rugby, where I could run around fast and smash into people. Rugby had been reintroduced in the Olympics, too, so it could help me achieve my dream – it was perfect.


[image: An illustration of ballet shoes.]
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TRYING OUT ALL THOSE DIFFERENT SPORTS TAUGHT ME A REALLY IMPORTANT LESSON ABOUT BEING STRONG: EVERY PERSON IS STRONG IN THEIR OWN, UNIQUE WAY.





Tap dancing wasn’t the sport for me, but it might be the sport for you and I know you have to be INCREDIBLY strong to be a dancer. Being strong means using your body in a way that feels right to you and that you find fun. My body likes tackling people, hitting things hard and lifting heavy stuff. That’s what I’m made to do, so I embrace that. Your body might be built to do something else. There isn’t one set way to be strong and I want you to find the way that works for you.


Sometimes, that will mean being brave enough to try things you’re not good at. When I retired from rugby in 2024, I thought I would get into running. I tried it and I couldn’t run very far without needing to stop. In my rugby career, I’d prepared my body to do short, sharp sprints and put in big tackles. That meant I was built for power, rather than doing something steadily for a long time, like running. It made running feel really hard and tiring at first. I beat myself up about it because I thought a professional rugby player should be able to run for a long time. I saw other people who found it easy and thought that made me a failure.


[image: An illustration of Jodie Ounsley running.]


When I first started running, I could have just thought, ‘OK, I guess I’m bad at that’ and moved on with my life. But I knew from experience that if I made a plan to get better and I was determined, I would improve – just like I did when I beat the boys at sports day. I started by doing a thirty-minute run where I was only allowed to stop twice. Then I tried it only stopping once. The first time I managed to run for thirty minutes without stopping – I was buzzing!


[image: An illustration of trainer footprints.]




IT’S SO IMPORTANT NOT TO COMPARE OURSELVES TO OTHER PEOPLE, BECAUSE WE’RE ALL STRONG IN DIFFERENT WAYS.





[image: An illustration of a tape measure.]


Rugby players are great at smashing into people, but even the fittest rugby player would find running a marathon really difficult. We train to build up lots of muscles for tackling people and carrying all those muscles around on such a long run would be HARD. It’s just not what we’ve trained to do. There’s always going to be someone faster than you and someone slower than you, so there’s no point comparing yourself. Measure yourself against your own achievements. If running for five minutes is difficult for you and you achieve it, you should celebrate that. We’re all unique, so focus on your own goals and, most importantly, make sure you give yourself a pat on the back when you achieve them.


[image: An illustration of a shooting star.]


There might be something you’re interested in but you don’t want to try it because you think you’ll be bad at it. The truth is, you don’t have to be good at something for it to be your thing. Be brave and try different activities, even if you think you’ll be bad at them – especially if you think you’ll be bad at them! The most important thing is that you find something that is fun for you and that makes you feel free. If you work hard you will probably get better at it along the way, too.


[image: An illustration of a skateboard.]


Your thing doesn’t have to be a high-intensity sport. I know some people hate PE, and that’s not the only way to be strong. Maybe your thing is yoga, walking or gardening – any way of moving your body that makes you feel happier is great.


[image: An illustration of vegetables.]


It took a long time before running started to feel easy for me – a whole year! If you’re not enjoying something, you definitely don’t have to stick at it for that long, but the more I trained, the more I glimpsed how amazing running could make me feel. That kept me going.


[image: An illustration of a gym mat.]


Exercise doesn’t have to be about what you achieve. You might find you just enjoy the feeling it gives you.


[image: An illustration of a sun with a smiling face.]




HAVE YOU EVER NOTICED THAT AFTER YOU’VE EXERCISED, YOU FEEL HAPPIER? WHEN YOU MOVE YOUR BODY, YOUR BRAIN RELEASES THESE CHEMICALS CALLED ENDORPHINS WHICH MAKE YOU FEEL GOOD.





I love that feeling. Sometimes it’s hard to get myself outside for a run after a tough day, but as soon as I’m out there, I can feel my mind clearing. When I get home, I feel so much better. I feel stronger mentally and physically.


[image: An illustration of a cloud with a smiling face.]


I love being strong now, but there have been times when I’ve doubted myself and felt self-conscious about how much I enjoyed sport. Around the age of thirteen, I started to notice that some of the other girls in my year didn’t like sport and that made me feel different.


I wish I didn’t have to say this, but it’s true: sometimes it’s hard being a girl. At school, some girls stop wanting to do sport because they’re worried about what others think, like I was. It’s a time when our bodies are changing a lot – that’s really hard and can make you feel self-conscious. It makes me really sad that some girls don’t get to feel like loving exercise is normal, because it is. It’s more than normal – it’s amazing.




OUR BODIES HAVE BEEN MADE SO THAT WE CAN DO HARD THINGS, AND WE SHOULDN’T LET ANYONE MAKE US FEEL LIKE WE CAN’T DO THE SPORT WE LOVE.





I’ve always loved running around and being physical, but at school I thought I had to do what the other girls were doing. I looked up to the fashionable girly girls and I looked down on myself for playing sport. I thought I was weird because I was never going to be like those girls. And then when I tried rugby for the first time, it made me feel so happy. I’d found the place where I belonged. But when I wasn’t on the pitch, I felt like playing rugby made me stand out from everyone else. It was hard to do something that made me different from the other girls in my school, but I knew in my gut that it was what I needed.


[image: An illustration of a girl running and kicking a football.]


When you force yourself to do something because you think it’s what people expect of you, it can make you feel uncomfortable and self-conscious. Everyone has their thing and it’s OK if yours is different from your friends. It’s normal to feel worried about standing out, but even though it’s hard, be brave and embrace it. Feeling different is sometimes just part of growing up. Don’t be put off doing what you love because of what other people think. Annoyingly, I still worry about what people think sometimes, but the more I embrace the things I love, the easier it gets.
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