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I. Introduction 

The purpose of this guide is to help educators recruit and retain girls in information technology (IT) education 
activities. This guide is based on the experience of ETR Associates (ETR) developing, implementing and 
researching an out-of-school IT education program for middle school girls called Girls Creating Games (GCG). The 
goal of GCG is to increase the numbers of girls who will pursue roles as producers (not just users) of information 
technology. This material is based upon work supported by the National Science Foundation under grant number 
0217221. Any opinions, findings, and conclusions or recommendations expressed in this material are those of the 
authors and do not necessarily reflect the views of the National Science Foundation. 

Most out-of-school programs struggle with how to recruit and retain participants over time. This guide describes 
strategies used in Girls Creating Games (GCG), a program focused on building girls’ skills, confidence, and interest 
in information technology. The program was held after regular classes at a middle school and during the summer at 
a recreational club. It was implemented six separate times over two years. Because there were other after school or 
club activities at the same time the program was offered, program staff devised ways to both motivate students to 
enroll, and ways to retain their interest over the 23 program sessions. In addition, because the program was offered 
only to girls, it was essential to address concerns from parents, teachers, and other students about why boys could 
not join. 
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II. Recruiting Participants for IT Activities 

The Girls Creating Games program was developed and funded through the efforts of a non-profit group agency. 
Because the program staff persons were not part of the school and recreational club, successful recruitment was 
dependent on making contact not only with potential participants, but with other people in their lives. In this section, 
we focus on strategies for recruiting at the school, but similar steps could be taken in other settings. 
 
A.  Forming a Strong Partnership with the Site 

Our partnership with the school began long before the program received funding. The vice principal and a teacher 
who ran the computer lab at the school participated in early planning meetings, and helped shape the program 
activities. These two people also played a key role by talking directly to other teachers and to parents and students 
about the program and encouraging them to find out more about it. In particular, the personal attention directed to 
students served to remind and motivate those who were interested but not confident enough to apply. Our program 
staff also found it essential to develop positive relations with office personnel, as they assisted in reminding 
students of when and where they could get information about the program, and the deadline to apply.  

 
B. Making Contact with Parents 

Before the start of each program implementation, program staff worked with the school vice principal and office staff 
to obtain the addresses of female students on pre-printed labels. Letters were sent home to parents and guardians 
and described the purpose of the program, the activities, what days and times it took place, and stated clearly that it 
was free. Parents were asked to encourage their daughter to apply regardless of her computer experience, and 
described how their daughter could get more information by attending a meeting at the school. The letter was 
signed by both the program director and the school’s vice principal, whose name was recognizable to parents. 

 
C.  Involving Teachers 

Nominations by teachers and other staff were a useful strategy for recruiting girls. Before each program began, the 
teachers and staff were given an overview of the program and asked to nominate students they thought would 
enjoy or benefit from the program. These students received a personal invitation that indicated who they were 
nominated by. The invitations also included highlights about the program (i.e., what they would do in the program, 
no computer experience was necessary, the program was free); meeting times and dates of the program; day, time 
and place of the information meeting (see below); and details about the application process. The invitation was sent 
with a brief survey, a parent consent form in English and Spanish, an information meeting flyer, and an envelope for 
them to turn the application and consent form into the school office by a certain date. The nominations not only 
helped to motivate students to apply; they also increased the teachers’ and staff persons’ awareness and 
involvement in the program.  

 
D.  Meeting the Students 

Recruitment also involved meeting directly with potential applicants. Interactions with the students focused on 
showing how an out of school program that involved working with computers was both cool and fun. About three 
weeks before each program began, an information meeting was held during lunch period. The meeting was 
advertised by flyers in classrooms and common areas on campus, and as part of the previously described 
recruitment packet sent to parents and given to students who were nominated. The color flyer had a picture of a 
pizza and an invitation to all girls to come and hear about the program. In addition to the flyers, there were 
announcements in the school bulletin about the meeting. While the girls ate pizza, the program leaders provided a 
brief overview of the program, including examples of what they could make on the computer. Program leaders and 
previous participants answered questions and distributed application packets to all girls and reminded them to 
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return them by the deadline. Program staff returned to the school the following week to meet with students again 
and to answer questions.  

 
E.  Addressing Concerns about a Single Sex Program 

Because the program was only open to female students, there were often questions from teachers, parents, and 
other students about why boys could not apply. To provide a clear response, we created a handout that 
summarized research that supports a girls-only program focused on IT. The handout challenged the myth that girls 
do not like computers, but also showed how they are still underrepresented in computer science classes and the 
highest paying and most influential technology-related careers. The handout referred to books and articles that 
suggest girls feel more comfortable trying out new computer skills in an all-female setting and provided statistics 
that clearly show the need for programs that can create an opportunity for girls to become more actively involved 
with producing technology. 

 
 

III. Retaining Participants in IT Activities 

Overall, 74% of the students who enrolled in Girls Creating Games actually completed the program. The content 
and pace of the program played a key role in whether or not girls attended and completed the program. In addition, 
peers, parents, teachers and other staff at the school were other essential factors that affected retention.  

 
A.  Making the Content and Pace of the Program Appeal to a Range of Girls 

The program offered different types of activities designed to appeal to students who both liked and disliked working 
on the computer. Specific strategies for creating content that appeal to middle school girls are detailed in the Pair 
Programming guide available at the following website: programservices.etr.org/gcgweb/. Strategies included 
offering time to work off the computer, to unwind from school or other activities, eat, and catch up with friends 
before starting to work, get-to-know-you games, and a supportive collaborative learning structure where two 
students work together. These strategies encouraged (rather than discouraged) girls to talk to each other, and built 
on their interest in talking with friends outside of school time.  

 
B.  Involving Staff and Teachers 

In addition to working with staff and teachers during the recruitment phase, they were kept apprised of the GCG 
program via their school or club mailboxes and by email. Teachers were invited to visit the program on two separate 
occasions, and given specific days and times that would be good for visitors to come.  They were told the names of 
all the participants (so they might recognize someone they nominated and students in their class) as well as contact 
information for the program leaders, and a reminder of how important it was for them to visit to affirm the work their 
students were doing on the computer. In addition, teachers were invited to the graduation event where students 
showcased their games to family, friends, and teachers, and received certificates of completion. Teachers were 
also given the website address where the games would be posted. 

Students also directly invited their family, friends and teachers to the graduation. They were given a paper invitation 
with the day, time, location and description of the event, and filled in the recipient’s name, signed their own name, 
and decorated the invitation. 

 
C. Remaining in Contact with Parents 

As with any program for young students, it was essential to maintain regular contact with parents in order to keep 
students involved. In GCG, parents were first called when their daughter was selected to participate. In this 
conversation, staff reviewed the days and times of the program, discussed transportation, answered questions, and 
reminded them of expectations about attendance (i.e., regular attendance was important). Parents were also 
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reminded that their daughter would work in a pair, so her partner was also relying on her to come. Parents were 
asked to contact the program leaders when their child was absent and were promised that one of the program 
leaders would call home if there was an unexcused absence. This call would ensure that the parents were aware of 
their absence and provide the opportunity to learn more about any obstacles to them attending sessions. 
 
A parent contact plan included a schedule for calling parents periodically to update them on their daughters’ 
participation in the program. In the first call, parents were invited to visit and given the opportunity to ask questions. 
The program leader also gave parents information about their daughter’s performance in the program (e.g., “Tracy 
is very confident when she works on the computer. She doesn’t hesitate to try new things and doesn’t get 
discouraged if she doesn’t figure it out the first time”). The second call mirrored the first, with the addition of having 
them save the date for the last day graduation day of the program. The third call was within the last week of the 
program, reminding parents of the graduation day event. 

 
D. Having Program Staff Who Can Relate to Girls 

The most important factor for retaining girls in the program was the adults’ ability to relate to the girls. This was true 
for both the two regular program leaders, as well as the teaching assistants and guest speakers. For example, the 
program offered opportunities for students to interact with some very tech-savvy women. But these interactions 
were only effective if the women spoke in a manner that engaged the girls. Thus, both visitors and teaching 
assistants were carefully screened to ensure that they were positive role models and had experience speaking to 
middle school girls. The age of the women was sometimes a factor. Thus, it was helpful to also have college 
students to assist the girls on the computer, since they were closer in age and shared more of their interests in 
popular culture. Regular contact with these positive role models played an important role in maintaining girls’ 
interest and participation in the program.   

 

IV. Resources 

To read more about recruiting and retaining girls in IT activities, please consult the following resources. 

Jo Sanders (1994). Lifting the barriers: 600 strategies that really work to increase girls’ participation in science, 
mathematics, and computers. http://www.josanders.com/pdf/barriers.pdf 

Lecia J. Barker, Eric Snow, Kathy Garvin-Doxas, & Tim Weston (2006). Recruiting middle school girls into IT: Data 
on girls’ perceptions and experiences from a mixed-demographic group. In J. M. Cohoon & W. Aspray (Eds.), 
Women and information technology: Research on underrepresentation. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 

National Science Foundation (2003). New formulas for America’s workforce: Girls in science and engineering. 
Arlington, VA. http://www.nsf.gov/pubs/2003/nsf03207/start.htm 
 

National Institute for Women in Trades, Technology, & Science. http://www.iwitts.com/ 
 

 
 

 

For More Information 
  
Questions about the Research?        Questions about the Program? 
Jill Denner                                          Steve Bean 
ETR Associates                                  ETR Associates 
831-438-4060 x264                            831-438-4060 x176 
jilld@etr.org                                        steveb@etr.org 


